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 Chapter 1. Intro 
 
    After a long and dreary day in which nothing of importance had happened, Alfred and Henrietta Jones sat by the fireplace, dully staring into the dying embers.  
 
    The day had been mercilessly cold. A frigid winter front had brought plenty of snow, and Henrietta thought sadly about all the errands that she should have run before the weather deteriorated. But it was too late to worry about that. They would have to make do with what they had, and that would be that. 
 
    The Jones’ three-story rambling house sat—the fourth in a row of identical buildings—in what had once been a respectable neighborhood, but since the downturn of the economy a few years back, the town had fallen on hard times, and their once-lovely neighborhood had slowly begun to decay, overlooked by progress, forgotten by the city officials. Anymore, drunks, homeless people and drug-addicts shared the doorways of the cozier buildings, especially on cold nights like this, when the benches in the parks froze over, and the wind whistled among the trees, cruel and unforgiving, chasing away those poor creatures who had nowhere else to sleep. And so, life went on.  
 
    Even though the structure was old, and now in such a sordid neighborhood, the Joneses kept their three-story house as sparkling clean and impeccable as the day they had bought it proudly, when it had been brand new. That is, Mrs. Jones kept the house, and Mr. Jones happily lived in it, oblivious to the effect the hard work had on the feeble body of his aging wife. 
 
    Had you looked into their living room, you would have thought it a cozy scene of a happily married couple enjoying their retirement, but you would have soon noticed that while Mr. Jones’s leather armchair was plush and newish, and comfortable, Mrs. Jones sat on an uncomfortable straight-backed chair, looking overworked, grumpy, pale, and exhausted. 
 
    Still, the room had retained the remnants of a forgotten elegance. The furniture was good, solid, albeit old-fashioned. The damask window curtains had cost a fortune thirty years earlier and were still lovely, and effective at keeping the grime of reality at bay. The rug too, had been carefully chosen to complement the stylish room, and was still as handsome as it had once been, although somewhat threadbare now, but still Mrs. Jones’s pride and joy. 
 
    But the sad reality was that Mr. and Mrs. Jones—like so many old people—had fallen on hard times. They had tried to sell the leather armchair and some of the antiques in the house, but buyers—suspecting how desperately they needed the money—offered too little, and therefore Mr. and Mrs. Jones had decided, at least temporarily, to hold on to their belongings. 
 
    It was about all this that Mrs. Jones was thinking sadly as she sat resentfully on her hard-backed chair. Alfred seemed oblivious to the fact that they had become so poor that there was little heating in the house during the winter, and meat and fruits had become a luxury. Nothing flustered Alfred, who insisted on being happy despite the circumstances, which really annoyed her. 
 
    Because, even though Mrs. Jones was very frugal and had learned to cook with less money and run the house on almost nothing, poverty was catching up to them. Many nights they had sat like this at a cold hearth—the fireplace often remaining unlit to economize—as Henrietta Jones had stared into its void with despair. Not speaking, because there was nothing to say. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2. The First Murder 
 
    Ember Street is long. It seems to go on forever. Like a snake, it twists and bends along the small meandering river that gurgles happily along, dividing the town in two. On both sides, river walks built in its glory days grace the shore, providing a country park atmosphere dotted with benches and playgrounds always full of pedestrians, children, and pets. It’s the route Mrs. Jones always takes when she—more and more infrequently—goes out to shop. 
 
    Once, a very long time ago, Mr. Jones had enjoyed walking his wife to the shops and having a beer with acquaintances while he waited for her to be done. But with the passing of the years, Mrs. Jones acquired an unpleasant air of silent suffering, and Mr. Jones couldn’t take that. There was nothing he could do to improve their fate in life, and—being a cheerful man at heart—he hated to watch that bitter look on his wife’s face. 
 
    But Mrs. Jones soon discovered that she rather enjoyed going to the shops alone. In fact, her husband would have been shocked to see the relief in her eyes when she stepped away from him. 
 
    So, Mrs. Jones took her time shopping and strolling, and it was late afternoon by the time she got back home. She struggled up the icy steps feeling the weight of her grocery bags which she put on the floor while she rummaged in her purse for the keys.  
 
    Once inside, she said hello to her husband, who was sitting reading in his plush, comfortable armchair and headed straight for the kitchen. Alfred—her husband—forgot again to offer his help with the grocery bags, but Henrietta didn’t say anything this time. She was tired of reminding him to be more helpful because she rarely accomplished anything with complaining. 
 
    She was just putting the groceries on the kitchen counter when she heard a piercing cry followed by muffled sounds of rushing footsteps and loud, shrill shouting coming from outside the living-room window. 
 
    She hurried to the window and pulled the damask curtain aside to see what was going on, and Mr. Jones jumped up from his leather armchair and joined her. They stared outside into the gathering dusk looking for the commotion and saw the newspaper boy running down the street yelling something very important while agitating a newspaper above his head. 
 
    “Murder,” he yelled. “Murder.” As Mr. and Mrs. Jones watched, a crowd of pedestrians gathered around the newspaper vendor and, within seconds, every copy of the newspapers had been sold. Just like that. It was hard to believe. Mrs. Jones couldn’t remember the last time she had heard a cry of “murder” and she anxiously continued staring out of the window wondering what else was going to happen next. 
 
    “I must go and find out what’s going on,” Mr. Jones told his wife in a voice shaking with anticipation. 
 
    “But look, the boy doesn’t have any more newspapers.” 
 
    “No matter. One of the neighbors will tell me. Someone ought to know what's happened.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3. Oscar Knows Something 
 
    Alfred Jones walked with an urgent step to the front door and fumbled with his coat and his boots as fast as he could work his arthritic fingers. Oscar—his good friend and neighbor—would know about the murder. Oscar knew everything. He was the ears and the eyes of the neighborhood. Not hampered by a nagging wife, he got to roam bars and parks and other gathering places and find out what nobody else could. 
 
    He closed the front door behind him and looked around. The cold winter air hit him in the face like a slap, and he shivered. Barren Cornus florida trees, also known as the common flowering dogwood, lined the length of Ember Street, their dead branches showing no signs of impending spring.  
 
    With the fast-approaching dusk, the street lights came on, and so did the head and tail lights of cars, trucks and city buses, turning the street into a long, twinkling, sparkling winter scenery that was reflected in the recently fallen snow, and the patches of frozen ice on stairs and walkways. 
 
    He climbed down the steps carefully, grabbing on to the wrought-iron strip of rail, avoiding the frozen spots where melting snow had iced over a couple of days earlier. And yet, he could hardly wait to be on the street, in the midst of things, something new, something unexpected in his life, something to help him forget the monotony of his daily existence. 
 
    Despite the cold weather and the ever-whistling wind, the park across the street was always bustling with activity, what with the bus stop being right there on the corner. And it was no different on this late afternoon. The air was crackling with excitement as if the news of the murder had awakened his neighbors and had given them a renewed lease on life.  
 
    He quickly crossed the busy street, risking the wrath of impatient drivers, and he joined the throng of gossiping bystanders, huddled over their newspapers, chattering with dread and exhilaration. Even dogs and small children had been forgotten and left to their means as the adults pored over the gory details of the murder. 
 
    “It’s the first-ever homicide on Ember Street,” a deep booming voice said right next to him. He turned around to find that Oscar had approached him, and he hadn’t even heard. Proved that his hearing was getting worse. 
 
    “Is that right?” Alfred Jones asked, opening his eyes wide. 
 
    “At least as long as I have lived here, anyway,” chuckled Oscar.  
 
    “What happened? Do you know?” 
 
    “Not officially. The newspaper doesn’t have any details except that a few streets over, a dead body was found with the face bashed in. The police didn’t disclose if they had found any identification papers on the body or not.” 
 
    “Probably holding on to that information, just in case.” 
 
    “My dear Jones,” laughed Oscar, “are you an expert in murders?” 
 
    “Well no, but I did work at the Police Station for a while.” 
 
    “As an accountant, was it?” 
 
    “Um, yes. But I still heard things and learned things. You know how that goes.” 
 
    “Yes, my friend. I know.” Oscar cheerfully slapped Alfred on the back and told him that he had confidential information. 
 
    “Seriously? What do you know, Oscar?” 
 
    “I’m not supposed to say.” Oscar winked and patted Alfred’s back again. “But what are secrets among friends, right?” 
 
    “Just tell me already. What did you find out?” 
 
    Oscar approached his friend’s ear and with a conspiratorial whisper, he started telling the story. 
 
    “They say that Miss Potts was walking her little frou-frou dog in the park, you know, the little white one, when the little dog took off running into the shrubbery. And Miss Potts took off after it. Can you imagine old and fat Miss Potts chasing that dog?” Oscar grabbed his stomach and laughed, and Alfred turned toward him petulantly. 
 
    “Come on, man, just tell the story.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, Alfred. No need to be so impatient. So, When Miss Potts finally caught up with the frou-frou, she noticed that its maw was all bloody-like and she screamed and screamed for someone to call 911.” 
 
    “Dear Lord,” said Alfred, exclaiming horrified. “Bloody maw? Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Alfred shuddered with gory thrill. 
 
    “Yup. Seems like the dog either lapped up some of the victim’s blood or gave the body a nibble.” Oscar chuckled again. “Go figure. Who would think that a cute little frou-frou like that would lick up a dead man’s blood?” 
 
    “So, it was a man, then?” Alfred needed to know. This was not like reading a story in one of his books. This was real. This was a murder. He wanted to know all the gruesome details, but he also realized that this was one story he wouldn’t be sharing with the wife. It could prove to be too much for her. 
 
    “Actually, no. I was about to tell you. It was a young woman. Nicely dressed. Must have been pretty before her face was bashed in.” 
 
    “No way!” Alfred was out of words. His horror knew no bounds. “To think that someone around here should be capable of murder.” 
 
    Did he know anyone capable of committing such a horrible deed in his own neighborhood? He decided to give that some serious thought. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4. A Murder From The Past 
 
    Alfred walked home pensively as the thought of murder always struck a disturbing note in him, and once in the living room, he went straight to the curtained window where his wife was still staring out curiously.  
 
    The evening bustle of the crowds driving home after work or rushing to catch the buses by the park was a sad reminder that once he, too, had important things to do in life. He put his elbows on the windowsill and remained quiet. 
 
    “What did he say?” Henrietta asked. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Oscar, of course. Wasn’t it him you were just talking to?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. It was Oscar.” 
 
    “So, for Heaven’s sake, Alfie, just tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” he answered evasively. “Just a murder, as we already knew.” 
 
    “Is that all Oscar told you? You said he would have details.” 
 
    “Later, woman. He’ll have details later, and he’ll let us know.” 
 
    “But it’s terrible, Alfie,” she moaned. “I can’t believe someone has been killed, just like that, and on our street.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I remember a murder,” the wife said. “It was a very long time ago. I was still young. An old lady my mother knew was killed by her servant-maid. I still remember so vividly mother coming home and crying for her dead friend.” 
 
    “Did they catch the killer?” 
 
    “Yes. She got caught trying to get on the train. When they opened her luggage, they found the old woman’s money and jewelry. She protested her innocence, saying that it was all hers, but the police knew that such a thing was impossible, so they arrested her.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The maid?” 
 
    “They hung her, Alfie, as they used to do back then, a long time ago.” 
 
    “Did they know for sure that she was guilty?” 
 
    “Who else could it have been? They were a good family, not the kind of people who murder each other.” 
 
    “Not even for greed?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But it doesn’t matter anymore. They're all dead now.” Mrs. Jones let the curtain go and walked away. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5. Notes 
 
    Henrietta hurried to her kitchen. In the excitement, she had forgotten all about cooking dinner. With practiced moves she began chopping the onions, wiping her stinging eyes from time to time.  
 
    This talk about murders had brought up all sorts of bad memories. Her husband must have forgotten that a few years back there had been a string of gruesome killings—all women, all young—on the other side of the river, on the upscale side of town. Same town, same type of murder?  
 
    Henrietta thought about that while starting on the red peppers. Something lurked at the back of her memory. What was it about those killings? Oh, yes. She remembered. All those young women had had long red hair. Her heart went out to the mothers and fathers of the victims. Poor things, to have to mourn a child. They had never caught the murderer although God knew the police had tried. The investigation had dragged on for years with no result.  
 
    Could it be the same murderer? It depended. Was the new victim a redhead? 
 
    Henrietta reminisced, forgetting the onions sautéing in the oil. The first murder had aroused no special interest. After all, it was just a murder, one of many. The other side of the river was notorious for its many crimes. Nobody batted an eyelash. Not even the newspapers had written much about it. Not even the second murder—barely a handful of days after the first one—ruffled the feathers of the media or the inhabitants of a town where murders were a dime a dozen. It got no more space in the newspaper than quite a small paragraph. 
 
    Henrietta wiped her burning tears away and finally stirred the onions before they burned to a crisp and threw in the chopped red peppers. Then had come the third murder, and it came with a novel twist that raised the inhabitants to a whole new level of excitement. This time, pinned to the dress of the victim—a well-dressed drunken woman—the police had found a dirty scrap of paper, on which was written, in red ink, and in childishly printed characters, the words, “SHE DESERVED IT.”  
 
    It had finally dawned on everyone, not only those people who were involved in the investigation, but also the local men and women whose business was to take an interest in such sinister mysteries, that one same criminal might have been responsible for all three dead bodies. They quickly revised the photographs on the older murders and noticed that dirty scraps of paper had been photographed, unnoticed and undocumented, and now discarded. Whether they had had any writing on them, it was too late to tell. They pointed a sure finger to a serial killer from day one, but the police had been negligent, and an important clue had been ignored. 
 
    And then, even while the killings were the talk of the town, and the police desperately searched for the killer, another murder shook the town, and this time it shook them to the bone. “THEY ALL DESERVED TO DIE.”  
 
    Suddenly, it had become personal. What sins had these four women committed that deserved such final punishment? Who else among them deserved to die? Who would be next? 
 
    With bated breath, the town waited for the next murder, but it never came. Whether nobody else had deserved to die, or something had happened to the killer, it was impossible to tell. And then the years went by, and the killer vanished into the mist. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6. Hunger 
 
    Alfred stirred the weak fire in the hearth. It was another cold, dreary morning, another morning without sun. Snow beat restlessly against the windowpanes in the kitchen. He shivered as he watched the wife set the table for breakfast. Her pale, apathetic face, her look of weary, mournful self-suffering, sent a wave of irritation through him. More and more, his wife always seemed depressed. And he just wanted to shake it out of her, to get back the young, fun, sparkling conversationalist that he had married. 
 
    They’d been married too long, Alfred told himself. That was the problem. They had nothing new to share with each other. Henrietta never had children of her own and wasn’t too fond of his own daughter Celia. Alfred sighed. Poverty hadn’t helped either. Though he had kept his cheerful attitude as he had aged, Henrietta had become a bitter old woman. No sense of humor, no desire to talk, to share her thoughts with him.  
 
    He watched her from across the room as she brought the food to the table. He had always been a talker, but now he talked no more. Neither did Mrs. Jones. Occasionally, he had enjoyed it when Henrietta took a pause in the chitchat and he got a chance to hear his own thoughts. Back then, when she never stopped talking, a moment of silence was a relief. But he didn’t like that silence anymore. 
 
    He sat down glumly to eat. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7. Discord 
 
    But he jumped up with excitement when the doorbell rang, and within a few minutes, he was back, all bubbly with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Guess what? That was the milkman, Henrietta,” he said, searching to make eye contact. But the wife never looked up from her breakfast. 
 
    “That’s good, Alfie,” she answered dully.  
 
    “He has news about the murder,” he said a little less enthusiastically. One look at her, and he already knew what she was going to say. 
 
    “I hope we won’t be talking about murders at the table. You know I don’t like hearing about such things so early in the morning.” 
 
    “I know, dear. I apologize.”  
 
    Well, there wasn’t much he could discuss with her, was there? Already, when he came home with the daily newspaper—whenever he could afford to buy one—he read the news to himself, keeping a poker face when something interesting came up like mysteries and cases that needed to be solved so that Henrietta wouldn’t criticize him or laugh at him contemptuously. 
 
    But this? This was exciting. This was murder on his own turf, in his own neighborhood. He wanted to talk about it. He wanted to dissect it and analyze it. He looked at her bitterly. Where was the woman he had married? 
 
    Suddenly, Alfred needed some air. He got up from the table and looked at his wife. He was going to tell her that he needed to go for a walk. But she never looked up from her food. She continued staring at it blankly and he noticed that she hadn’t eaten any of it. He was going to make a comment. But he knew it would be pointless. Nothing he did or said would change his wife’s attitude to life. So, instead, he shrugged and left the room. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8. Front Page 
 
    Alfred was pleased to see that the snow had finally stopped falling. It never ceased to amaze him—after stepping out of his quiet home—how noisy and turbulent the bustling street in front of his house really was.  
 
    Snow or no snow, the wind was blowing down the street like crazy, making Alfred shiver, and he pulled up the zipper of his winter jacket as far as it would go. People, and cars, and buses, and taxis, crowded Ember Street at an hour when everyone was rushing to work.  
 
    Walking carefully on the icy pavement scattered with salt, his eyes searched for the young man who sold the Morning and Evening Gazette. In his pocket, he felt a few quarters jangle, and his spirit lifted when he finally spotted the burgundy Newsboy Cap the young man usually wore, across the street, at the entrance of the park. 
 
    Alfred loved to read, but Henrietta disapproved of his taste in literature—which tended toward adventure books and murder mysteries—so, bringing home the type of books that he enjoyed was usually a sketchy proposition. The paper, though, was so reputable, that there was nothing much that she could say. Every respectable man read the paper.  
 
    He felt guilty, though. He thirsted for some cultural nourishment, but he was about to spend a valuable dollar on the newspaper that he knew he shouldn’t. A dollar bought a loaf of bread, or a carton of milk, or a handful of fruits or vegetables. But his mind needed to be fed. He needed to read something interesting, something that he hadn’t already read a dozen times before. 
 
    He signaled to the paperboy who—upon seeing Alfred wave—sprinted across the busy street, zigzagging among the speeding cars and the honking taxis, running the risk of getting run over. 
 
    “It’s my last one, sir,” he said, out of breath. “Look.” And he extended his arm and Alfred snatched up the paper hungrily. 
 
    “Any news about the murder?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Front page. Check it out.” 
 
    Transaction complete, he waved a cheerful bye to the young man and he turned back toward the house, all feelings of guilt at the forbidden purchase, forgotten. 
 
    The plan was to tiptoe upstairs to one of the empty rooms that he called his “home office” and sit down in quiet joy to read the paper cover to cover. He could already savor the pleasure and the anticipation. But as soon as he was about to turn the handle on the front door, it opened by itself, and there he saw, to his dismay, the angry face of his wife, dripping with disapproval. 
 
    “May I ask what you were doing out there, Alfie?” she asked with her hands on her hips. “You must come in right away. You'll catch your death in this weather. Don’t I have enough work on my hands as it is already? Will I also have to nurse you as well as do everything else around here all by myself?” 
 
    “I went out to get the paper, my dear. That’s all,” he said sullenly. “That’s all.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9. Thoughts About Murder 
 
    Henrietta stared angrily at her husband. She hated seeing him so cheerfully sitting in the expensive leather armchair while all she had in front of the fire to sit on was that uncomfortable hard-backed chair. She had nothing else to do, but she had no plans to sit close to him and watch him have fun. She remembered last night’s cries of murder and flexed her hands. At what point of despair did a human being feel pushed far enough to commit murder? 
 
    She shook her head. She might at times hate her husband, but murder was such an extreme solution. She would never. Ever. But what if she could get away with it? Scott free? 
 
    She watched him read for a while, frowning, leaning against the kitchen door frame with her arms crossed in front of her. Then she thought about how nice it would be if someone answered her ads for renting out one or two of the empty rooms upstairs and have some extra money. She would spend it all on herself, to punish him. After all, it was her idea. It would have to be her money. The resentment built up inside her like poison. She was tired of being the one making the sacrifices when he cavalierly threw away a whole dollar on a useless newspaper. 
 
    She would teach him a lesson. He would see. 
 
    At that, she smiled to herself and picked up her needlepoint. Then, still smiling, she sat next to her husband on her uncomfortable hard-backed chair and planned for the future. He would see.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10. Charlie Fox 
 
    After a while, Henrietta couldn’t take it any longer. Alfred hadn’t said a word all night, and—in all fairness—she had found nothing to say either. She had to face it. Her existence had become pointless. She was depressed half of the time, and uninterested in life the other. It didn’t even seem like life was worth living. 
 
    Exhausted from not having had anything much to do all day, she mumbled a disinterested good night to her husband and painstakingly climbed the stairs to the bedroom. She washed, and brushed, and got ready for bed. She went to the dresser to take her wedding ring off, and on a lark, carefully opened her jewelry chest. She inhaled violently. Another piece was missing. How dare he! They had agreed a long time ago that she would never have to pawn or sell her jewelry, those precious pieces that she had inherited from her mother and her grandmother. And after the last time, he had sworn that he would never do it again. How she hated him for that.  
 
    She was surrounded by snakes. Even that young fellow that often came around, that Charlie Fox, had stolen from them. She was quite sure that it was him. Because it was always after his visits that she had noticed little things missing here and there: her husband’s old-fashioned gold watch, a twisted gold tiepin, a couple of small silver pieces from the living room. Oh, the rat, he probably thought that she and Alfred were too old to notice. She had wanted to unmask him, but her husband was fond of him and hadn’t noticed the thefts. As much as she hated Alfred sometimes, she was sorry for the old fool who allowed himself to be bamboozled like that. Let peace be, she would think and then say nothing. 
 
    But her husband stealing her things to pawn them, so that he could buy his precious papers or a beer at the corner bar with that Oscar, that was too much. 
 
    She marched down the stairs furiously, determined to give him a piece of her mind. She thought about the years of mortification. What point was there in having been an upright, conscientious, self-respecting woman all her life, if it had only led to this utter, degrading poverty and wretchedness? 
 
    Her slippers clop-clopped down the stairs, the anger building up inside her. And as she was about to turn into the room in which her husband sat gloating over his newspaper, there suddenly came to the front door, the sound of an ominous and deeply disturbing double knock. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11. The Stranger At The Door 
 
    Henrietta froze in her tracks as if she had developed roots. She stared at the front door and listened, hoping that she had heard wrong, her heart thumping like a wild thing in her chest. Who could be knocking at this time of the night? And in this weather? 
 
    The curtains covered the windows in the living room, protecting them from the outside world—a cocoon of safety in the middle of the universe—but her head turned instinctively to the right, where she saw through the hallway windows the menacing darkness pierced occasionally by violent gusts of snow. She knew that the wind was howling in turmoil even if she could barely hear it. She knew that it was whistling through the trees and bushes in the park, and her heart went out to the poor homeless people who called it home.  
 
    But her anger toward her husband was forgotten in the confusion of that knock followed by such deep silence. 
 
    Just when she was about to decide that she had made a mistake and that there had been no such thing as a knock, it came again. A loud, disturbing, aggressive double knock. 
 
    Her eyes flew to where her husband sat. He had put the newspaper down, looking as disconcerted as she felt. 
 
    There could be nothing good in that knock, and they couldn’t pretend any longer that it hadn’t happened. Henrietta’s mind raced. It could be a homeless person or a beggar, or someone lost. But why would they have singled out her home? It was true that the strangest people came at the most bizarre hours—if the front light was kept on—and came moaning their troubles or threatening for money. 
 
    But what if it was a friend or a relative? She shook her head. Definitely not. A friend or a neighbor in trouble would have called first. Celia, Alfred’s daughter, would have called first. She shook her head again. A friend or a relative would have never shown up unannounced. That was not polite. 
 
    So, a stranger, then. 
 
    She wished that Alfred hadn’t turned on the front light when she went upstairs. He usually didn’t, and she wasn’t quite sure why he had mentioned to her after that awkward good night that he felt the need to turn that outside light on, tonight of all nights.  
 
    She shuffled toward the hallway and approached the living room. She wished Alfred had jumped up protectively and had gone to open the door himself. But he hadn’t budged. He sat there, bug-eyed and startled, and he stared at her, his precious newspaper still in his lap. 
 
    The thought that her Alfred could be a coward suddenly dawned on her, and quickly the idea was added to the list of gripes that she harbored against him. What was he hoping for? That she would open the door herself, even though it wasn’t safe for her to do so, even though he was so much closer to the door, even though it should have been his duty to protect her? 
 
    “Didn't you hear a knock?” he asked petulantly.  
 
    Without answering him, she approached the front door cautiously, and shaking with foreboding, she put her hand on the handle and slowly opened the front door. 
 
    The cold assaulted her first and surprised her. Snowflakes whirled and whistled about and flew into the warm room at her feet. She stepped back and looked up at the stranger, standing on the top of the front steps which led up to the door. A tall, slender, middle-aged man dressed in a heavy winter coat and an old-fashioned fur hat. He smiled at her uncertainly and she smiled back. 
 
    “Good evening. It’s been said that you have rooms to let. Is it true?” He continued smiling as he asked, and there was something sharp and unpleasant in his unsure, hesitant voice. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she answered bravely, swallowing hard. She stole a quick glance at her husband behind her, still sitting glued to his leather armchair, being his useless self. She obviously wasn’t going to get any help from him, so she looked back at the stranger and nodded. She had put ads in the newspaper, and she had even put up flyers in the market and the pharmacy, but nobody had ever replied to them. So, it was a Godsend, and for a second, all her troubles vanished from her soul, and she gave the stranger a happy smile.  
 
    Instinctively she stepped a little to one side, and the stranger walked past her, and so into the living room. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12. A New Lodger? 
 
    The stranger held on to his narrow brown leather bag as he stepped into #9 Ember Street. The inside was markedly different from what he had expected—an unkempt, probably not too clean, home—as this was the most impoverished and run-down part of the town. He had stepped over drunks and circled around the homeless to get here. He had seen the roads full of potholes, streetlamps crooked, sagging electrical cables overhead. 
 
    Not that appearance mattered, not this time. The only thing that he really cared about was that he had finally found the house. After all these years, when he was about to give up. But he knew to keep all this to himself. It wouldn’t be a very good idea to let this nice woman know. It was best if she didn’t suspect. 
 
    Still, the cleanliness and the good quality of the furniture surprised him pleasantly. He looked around, admiring the cleanliness. He admired cleanliness tremendously, and he decided that it would be quite acceptable to live here while he took care of business. 
 
    “I’m looking for some quiet rooms,” he told her, trying not to sound too eager. The lady of the house must not see his impatience. She must not be scared away. “But they must be quiet,” he insisted.  
 
    He took a likeness to the lady of the house immediately—so prim and proper—although he couldn’t say the same for the husband. He felt an aversion toward the man right away and knew off the bat that no friendship would develop between them. Not that he minded. He just had to make sure to only deal with her, and everything would work out fine.  
 
    Then his sallow face brightened, making an effort to appear friendly. “This is a very nice place,” he said, and he watched the woman smile. He almost chuckled out loud, so excited he was at having found a way into the household, but that wouldn’t have been good, so he just smiled faintly, discreetly. And the woman smiled back. 
 
    “Please come in,” she told him, and she stepped back. “You’ll find my rooms quiet. I can promise you that. And just now I have four to rent. The house is empty, save for my husband and myself, sir.” 
 
    “That sounds very convenient,” he said. “Four rooms? Well, I’m interested in taking only two rooms, but, still, I should like to see all four of them before I make my choice.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13. Rooms To Rent 
 
    Henrietta suddenly realized that she was wearing her pajamas and robe. Her hands went up to her chest and she closed the robe tighter around her body. If the stranger found that too awkward, he didn’t say, but a quick blush spread on her face. She thought about her threadbare robe and her scuffed slippers that had been washed too many times, but the embarrassment was soon forgotten in the excitement of finally having a lodger. 
 
    How long she had waited for someone to take those rooms, and how many times she had debated within herself into the night whether it would be safe to do so, or not. But there was nothing to fear. This was a well-dressed man, polite and courteous, who spoke to her with respect and good manners.  
 
    How fortunate, how very fortunate it was that her Alfie had turned the outside lights on, shining on the “Rooms to Rent” sign that she had hammered up under them just a few days earlier. But for that circumstance, this gentleman would have passed them by. 
 
    “Will you please follow me?” she asked him, turning towards the staircase, quite forgetting in her agitation that the front door was still open. The stranger laughed gently and turned back toward the front door and rather quickly walked toward it to close it shut. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, sir,” she exclaimed, feeling like a fool, realizing that she needed to calm down. “I’m sorry you should have had to take the trouble.” 
 
    For a moment their eyes met. She stared into the cold gray eyes of the stranger and almost got lost in them.  
 
    “It's not safe to leave a front door open in a neighborhood like this one, not this late at night,” he said, rather sharply. “I hope you’re not in the habit of doing that. It would be too easy for anyone to slip in.” 
 
    His words upset Henrietta. Or rather it was the tone in which he said them. The stranger had still spoken courteously, but there had evidently been criticism in them. 
 
    “I assure you, sir, I have never left my front door open before,” she answered quickly, blushing again. “You don’t have to worry about that.” And then, she turned and led the way up the steep, narrow staircase. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14. The Stranger Follows 
 
    At the top of the first flight of stairs, Henrietta turned toward her lodger. “This is where our bedrooms are. Celia, my husband’s daughter sleeps here occasionally. Her bedroom is on this floor as well.”  
 
    She quickly walked to the wall and turned the light on. The lovely Victorian chandelier above their heads came on and illumined the sitting-room from where closed doors led to the bedrooms that the family used.  
 
    The carpet covering the whole upstairs was a deep blue with an oriental pattern in burgundy and gold, that had been well cared for. Old-fashioned sofas and armchairs with a handful of tossed pillows conveyed a pleasant, well-lived atmosphere. On the fireplace and the random antique side tables, family pictures smiled at them. It was always Henrietta’s sorrow that no pictures of a child of hers would ever be on them. She swallowed hard and pushed away from the eternal disappointment that came upon her at such unexpected times.  
 
    The walls were chock-full of paintings. Some antique, some modern, inherited by a long line of ancestors, rich and poor: portraits of early Victorian belles, clad in lace and silk ball gowns, ungainly bowls of fruits or flowers with dead hares or pheasants, horses running across faded landscapes, mounted by gentlemen in funny costumes. Henrietta loved her paintings, these and the others scattered around the house. It was so easy to pretend—within the walls of her home—that the threat of abject poverty didn’t exist. Even on an empty stomach, she could sit in front of the carved fireplace in this pretty room and dream of happy times as she concentrated on her needlepoint.  
 
    Henrietta turned around to look at the stranger, with pride in the elegance and refinement of her home and wondered if he had noticed. This was after all an upscale house, albeit in a neighborhood that had seen better times. And she was pleased with herself that only the day before—by chance—she had given the upstairs a thorough cleaning. 
 
    Then she turned and beckoned the stranger to follow her. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15. The Attic 
 
    The stairs got narrower and darker as they proceeded on to the next floor. Still, enough light flooded from the bottom of the stairs to see the way.  
 
    On this floor, Alfred’s mother had lived for a very long time, sick, diseased, always dying, always cruel, making her life a misery. Her room and that of her nurse remained firmly locked since the day she had been taken to the funeral home and the nurse had left. Those two rooms, she had no intention of ever stepping into as long as she lived. 
 
    As for the rest, the landing or foyer and the two front rooms she had designated for renting were clean, and the furniture was of good enough quality. Pretty paintings hung on the walls, and nice porcelain vases and curios adorned the tables. But suddenly, Henrietta felt uncomfortable. She really needed the money, but would the gentleman be satisfied with what he saw? 
 
    He followed her obediently, his heavy footsteps echoing in the stairwell, and she turned the lights on as they went. Aware of the excellence of the man’s clothes—and the superior class to which he seemed to belong—the furniture and the decorations on the landing suddenly looked shabby to her, but the gentleman nodded, apparently pleased. 
 
    “This is almost too grand for me, mam,” he said, looking around. “I was thinking more of sparse and simple.” 
 
    “But these are the rooms to rent, these two lovely ones in the front. They are large and spacious, and you’ll love the view from the windows. Will you follow me?” 
 
    “No, Mrs., um…” 
 
    “Mrs. Jones, sir. Mrs. Henrietta Jones.” 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Jones. I mean, no. I see that the steps keep going upward. You mentioned an attic?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m sure I don’t remember talking about the attic. But there’s nothing up there you might like. Everything is old and neglected, with barely any usable furniture.” 
 
    “But Mrs. Jones, your house is so clean and charming, that I can’t imagine that the attic would be any worse.” 
 
    Henrietta despaired. She had hoped to rent these rooms for $100 a week. That was one hundred dollars a week, roughly four hundred a month. There was no way she could charge that much for the attic, full of discarded furniture and boxes of odds and ends. 
 
    “Would you not like to look at the bedrooms on this floor anyway? You’ll probably find them acceptable.” 
 
    “No, Mrs. Jones. My heart is set on taking a peek at the upstairs. Would you just humor me?”  
 
    The stranger gave her a winsome smile, and short of being rude, all Henrietta could do was to swallow hard and nod. 
 
    “All right, sir. Follow me.” 
 
    Henrietta held up the hem of her robe so she wouldn’t stumble on it and shuffled on carefully. She hated this last rung of stairs. The air was stale, the stairwell dark and humid, the steps too steep. She hardly ever came up to the attic. At Christmas time, it was Alfred who came up for the fake Douglas Fir tree and the numerous boxes of ornaments and seasonal accouterments, and he was the one to bring them back up. 
 
    She pulled herself up with effort, controlling the resentment she was beginning to feel for this inconvenient stranger.  
 
    Upon reaching the top, she heard the stranger gasp, and she turned toward him crossly. 
 
    “I told you that the attic was no place for a proper gentleman, sir. It’s dusty, and there’s barely any furniture.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Mrs. Jones. Let’s just go and look around. I don’t mind the lack of comforts if the place is quiet.” 
 
    Henrietta sighed. What an annoying man the stranger was. She considered sending him on his way, but the thought of having money to eat better meals reminded her to be more gracious, so she shrugged and walked to the light switch. 
 
    A small, naked lightbulb came on overhead and the mean, yellow light cast a pale circle of doom around Henrietta and the stranger. She looked up at him and noticed the lanky, distorted shadow that he projected on the peeling wall and she shivered with foreboding. Her brain sent a glimmer of warning, as she stood alone, too close to this man who had such disturbing eyes, but she felt ensnared by the situation, unable to escape, like a fly in a web, and she clung to the front of her robe as she vacillated. But there was nothing to be done. She was no longer in control.  
 
    She sighed. The landing where they stood was bare of any furniture or attractiveness except for a few extra paintings that Henrietta had hung up on the walls because there was nowhere else to put them. On the far wall sat a rusty old-fashioned wall radiator, its paint peeling but probably still working. Otherwise, there was no rug, and the floorboards—built of lesser quality wood planks—groaned as they walked around the room.  
 
    “Alfred could bring one of the sofas up here for you,” Henrietta told him. “And with a small table, a rug for under your feet, and a couple of throw pillows, we could turn this into a proper sitting room.” 
 
    “Let’s see those rooms first,” the stranger retorted in an unpleasant voice that made her bristle. She didn’t like being talked to in that tone, but she wasn’t brave enough to complain. Impulsively, she wanted him out of her house. He was a complete stranger—after all—but if she was going to send him on his way, she needed to speak up right now. This had all been a big mistake. Renting rooms always sounded so good in magazines or television programs. But how safe was it, really? 
 
    Henrietta shrugged. This was what she had wanted. No point in prevaricating now. She walked to the attic door, opened it slowly and braced herself for the criticism. But to her surprise, the stranger’s dark, gloomy face lit up with satisfaction.  
 
    “Excellent,” he exclaimed, and for the first time, he put down his narrow leather bag and rubbed his long, thin hands together with a quick, nervous movement. 
 
    “This is just what I have been looking for,” he said with a chuckle. He walked around the room, his heavy steps lifting dust motes and making the floorboards creak. He walked with long, eager strides towards the gas stove. “Does it work?” He put a hand on the cold radiator. 
 
    “Alfred will turn it on. He understands about these things. But I do wish that you had allowed me to show you the downstairs rooms.” 
 
    “Mrs. Jones, I hope that you won’t insist anymore. This is exactly what I wanted to find. You must understand that I am a man of science. I do experiments, and I need big windows with plenty of light and a good radiator that will provide the heat I need. And for that, this will be perfect.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16. The Red-haired Woman 
 
    The red-haired woman looked at herself in the mirror and smiled. It had taken her a long time to apply the makeup, but it had been worth it. Her monsieur liked it when she dressed nicely and masked the imperfection in her skin, the pimples, the discolorations, the rashes, and she wanted to be pretty for him. On the nights that he came to pick her up, she didn’t need to stand on the corner of Hepburn Street in flimsy clothes that made her shiver in the cold. On those evenings when he came and picked her up, he generously paid for the whole night and then some, even allowing her—once in a while—to stay home from work and spend the day and the night with her child. On those nights she earned enough to eat better for a few days. 
 
    She would do anything in the world to please her monsieur. And she would do anything in the world for her child. 
 
    She approached the armoire that had once been a beautiful thing and opened its large carved wooden doors. She frowned. Most of her clothes were working clothes, too brash for a proper date, too daring. Next time her monsieur gave her some extra money, she would buy herself a nice dress or two, the kind that decent women wore so that when she went out with him on a proper date, people would think that she was a proper woman, not a floozy. 
 
    The red-haired woman checked her phone messages and saw that her son and his babysitter had arrived at the woman’s home safely. Now she had nothing to worry about. 
 
    She zipped up her dress and quickly put a heavy winter coat on. Her monsieur didn’t like to wait, and he was already awaiting her at the entrance of the park, impatient to get going as usual. 
 
    She made sure her little mutt Dopey had enough food and water for the night, grabbed the house keys from the platter by the front door, and turning around one last time to make sure that everything was all right, she closed the door gently behind her. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17. The Stranger 
 
    Henrietta watched the stranger warily as he walked around the room.  
 
    “This will be very useful for my experiments,” he told her with a disconcertingly sardonic smile as he touched the edge of the stone sink against the back wall with a lingering, caressing touch. 
 
    “Well, if you really think this room will suffice, there’s nothing more I can say,” she said, disappointed, thinking about the income that almost became hers but that now would probably be halved. Still, it was money, so she shrugged with resignation. 
 
    “Thank you for understanding, Mrs. Jones. And now, I must sit. I’m exhausted. I’ve spent the day walking the streets, looking for a place to settle down for a while. I thought about resting in the park for a few minutes, but the benches were frozen, and the cold wind just whistled through the open space like punishment. No, I couldn’t rest, so I got up from the bench and continued walking.” 
 
    “I understand. Please do sit,” she said politely, and then, after a nervous glance, she asked the question that had been burning on her tongue since she had opened that front door. “Does that mean that you intend to take the room, sir?”  
 
    “I’ll take the whole attic for sure,” the stranger said, looking around again. “This is exactly what I have been looking for, and longing for, the last few days. You have no idea, Mrs. Jones, how long I’ve been searching for a place like this, so secluded and private, and so clean. You would be surprised at some of the places I’ve seen. No. You’d be shocked. What a relief it is that I’ve finally found the perfect place. My weary search has ended, and I can relax at last.” 
 
    Henrietta watched the stranger drag himself to the single threadbare armchair in the room and plop himself down. A gentle cloud of dust surrounded him briefly and then dissipated.  
 
    The man was visibly exhausted yet had a strangely satisfied look about him that made her uncomfortable. Then, he closed his eyes, and after a few very long seconds, his breath quietened down, and she wondered whether he had fallen asleep. She didn’t like this man, but what could she do about it? The hunger that had become ever-present lately in her life gnawed at her like an unforgiving animal of prey, the unsatisfied gastric juices devouring her entrails, so the malcontent words she was thinking of saying died in her mouth and she sighed. They needed money for food. For survival. There was no other way than this. 
 
    Suddenly, the man sat up and looked around as if in a panic. 
 
    “Where’s my bag, Mrs. Jones? He asked, throwing Henrietta a suspicious glance. As if she had any interest in that ratty old thing, she thought, annoyed all over again.  
 
    “Why, it’s right here, sir,” she said, picking it up from by the door and carrying it over to where the stranger sat. “It’s not very heavy,” she remarked, surprised. “Surely you have some more luggage…” 
 
    “My bag might not be heavy, Mrs. Jones,” he snapped back at her unpleasantly and snatched the bag away from her, “but it’s full of important stuff. You wouldn’t understand. And as to my luggage, it was stolen. I’d rather not talk about that.” The stranger clutched his scruffy leather bag and stared at her with hostility. 
 
    Henrietta was aware that they had gotten on the wrong foot. Her antagonism must have shown and irritated the strange, and she regretted it. As annoyed as she had allowed herself to become, she did want to have a lodger. She really did need the money. She blamed Alfred for having provoked her into becoming a bitter old woman, she who had always been so much fun. She had forgotten how to be sociable. If this man wanted to rent her rooms and pay for them, she would re-learn how to be friendly, to be nice, whatever it took. So, she smiled shyly. Then she swallowed her pride and said a quiet I’m sorry. 
 
    At that, the stranger’s voice softened, his eyes lost their hardness, and he smiled beguilingly at her. 
 
    “I apologize for my short temper, Mrs. Jones. I’m so tired that I’m about to drop dead, and I still have to go out tonight, even though the weather has turned ugly, and it would be so much nicer to get in bed right now and rest.” 
 
    “But sir, there isn’t even a decent bed up here. How will you rest?” 
 
    “Maybe we could ask Mr. Jones to bring up one of the beds you say you have on the floor below.” 
 
    That startled Henrietta. She didn’t think Alfie would be happy to carry a bed and mattress upstairs. He wasn’t young anymore. But the stranger must have noticed her unhappy look because he quickly added, “I’ll help Mr. Jones, of course. Between the two of us, we should be able to manage.” 
 
    Henrietta sighed and nodded. It was obvious that tonight, nobody was going to be going to bed at a reasonable time. She headed for the stairs to let Albert know he had to get up from his beloved chair, but she turned around when she reached the banister. 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll take the room?” 
 
    “Of course, Mrs. Jones. Not only the room, but I’ll take the whole floor. I like the privacy up here. Even though there are all these steps that I’ll have to navigate up and down, the solitude will nourish my soul and help me with my experiments.” 
 
    She was cornered, and she knew it. Good idea or not so much, the deed was done. She had a lodger. And how she wished she didn’t have any misgivings. She took a step down, and then another one, when the stranger spoke again. 
 
    “How much are you going to charge me, Mrs. Jones?” 
 
    And here it was. This was the moment. Henrietta swallowed hard. All her bravery vanished, and she remembered how bad she was at negotiating. Still, she knew how much she wanted and how low she was willing to go. Now it was a matter of speaking her mind and standing up for herself. She could do this. She turned around and went back up toward the stranger. Her heart beat furiously. 
 
    “I just don’t know, all of a sudden,” she said. “The downstairs rooms would have gone for $100 a week, but they're nice rooms. Not like the attic at all. I won’t insist that you look at them, but they're so much better…” 
 
    “No point in arguing, Mrs. Jones. I told you that already. How about I take the whole upstairs for the $100 per week and pay a month ahead? Would that ease your worries?”  
 
    Henrietta was aware that she was blushing furiously. She felt sick with relief. The realization came with a bang that she had been going hungry for way too long. She thought about all the times that she had given part of her portion of food to Alfie so that he would be satisfied—the ungrateful man—all the while going with an empty stomach herself. She nodded happily. 
 
    “Yes, yes. That would be great, sir.” 
 
    “My name is Baxter. George Baxter. Now tell me one more thing, Mrs. Jones. Are you a good cook?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir, Mr. Baxter. I’m not bad, but I’m no chef.” 
 
    “All right then. How about I throw in another $10 a day and you make me breakfast and dinner?” 
 
    “Another $70 a week?” Henrietta swallowed hard. Would that be enough money to feed another mouth? “I guess we could give it a try, Mr. Baxter, and see how it goes?” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18. Relief 
 
    “I couldn’t believe my eyes, Alfie. He took a thick wad of money out of his pocket, and gave me the advance there and then,” Henrietta sipped on her piping hot coffee as she told a very surprised Alfred the next morning at breakfast time. 
 
    “And you say they were all Hundreds?” 
 
    “I think so. And brand new, too, as if he had just gotten them from the bank.” 
 
    “He must be rich then. So why does he want to live upstairs in that ramshackle attic, I ask?” 
 
    “He says he does experiments and needs his privacy.” 
 
    “That makes absolutely no sense. Can’t he have privacy for his experiments in his own apartment? I wonder what he’s hiding.” 
 
    “I hope nothing gruesome,” retorted Henrietta. “He says he lost his luggage, but I’m not so sure. His clothes are beautifully tailored and look expensive. I agree with you that he has no business living in a place like this. But at least he paid enough to where we’ll have decent food for a while, so I’m not complaining.” 
 
    “And does that mean that you won’t begrudge me my daily newspaper anymore?” 
 
    “Oh, Alfie, you and that blasted paper.” Henrietta puffed. “I’ll make sure and give you $7 every week for your paper. I’ll need the rest to run the house and buy the food.” 
 
    “So, tell me, Henrietta, is he going to cook up there, or what?” 
 
    “He asked me if I could cook for him.” 
 
    “And is that what you want to do? That’s a lot of extra work, old girl. After I took the bed and the mattress upstairs, I thought I was going to collapse from exhaustion. There must be 500 steps from here to there.” 
 
    “What choice do I have?” she said bitterly. “It’ll take getting used to, having a stranger around the house and having to do some extra work. However, we’ll eat properly, and there will be enough money for the gas in winter, so no more shivering. I hope he stays for a very long time.” 
 
    “I might help you from time to time.” 
 
    “You do that.” Henrietta pouted. She felt a tremendous animosity toward her husband at that moment because she knew well enough how lazy Alfie was. Then, she remembered the extra money she would put aside and for a second or two, day-dreamed of getting rid of her husband and living peacefully on her own. 
 
    “He says that he’s a vegetarian,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, how fun. You can make him bread and butter every night. I’ll eat his share of the meat.” 
 
    “Not funny, Alfie,” she said gruffly, but regardless, Alfie grinned. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19. At Last! 
 
    Henrietta lay in her bed, exhausted after all the excitement. She listened to Alfie snore, and for once, welcomed the solitude of being alone in the darkness, awake. 
 
    She had mentioned to her husband the $100 a week but had kept quiet about the extra $70 Mr. Baxter was going to give her for the food. She would tuck that money away, in some safe place where nobody could get their grubby hands on it and keep it for a rainy day. She had a feeling that she would manage nicely on the other $100 a week. 
 
    For a while, she listened to the late-night noises, the cats fighting, the dogs barking, and the people laughing on the street under her window. All the familiar noises of the night.  
 
    She was finally dozing off when she heard footsteps coming down from the attic. It must be Mr. Baxter, leaving quietly, she thought. It comforted her that a new sort of order had come into her life. A better life. She gratefully thanked God and Mr. Baxter for the good things coming her way, and soon she was asleep.  
 
    It was much, much later that an unusual sound woke her up. She lay in bed, listening intently for a while. The grandfather clock struck three times. Then she heard footsteps inside the house, somewhere downstairs. Heavy footsteps, so different from Alfie’s. It must be her lodger, she thought, who had made the noise when he came home, the one that had awakened her. 
 
    She wondered where he had gone so late at night, and why, oh why did he have to do so, especially on such a cold, wet, foggy night. But it was none of her business. She would have to learn to let him be. 
 
    Once she heard him climb the myriad steps to his rooms, and knowing that everyone was home safely, she closed her eyes and fell asleep. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20. Henrietta At The Park 
 
    Ember Street was alive with sunshine and sparkling, melting snow. The same usual people rushed back and forth on their daily business, but there seemed to be a new joy in their steps. Amazing what a little sunshine did for the soul. Henrietta picked her steps carefully, avoiding the cold puddles that would wet her old boots and soak her woolen socks. 
 
    She felt like a winner, full of life and happiness, carrying a 100-dollar bill in her purse. She looked around her at all the delighted people basking in the long-missed sunshine, and she thought of all the delicious foods she would buy. The grocer would be surprised when he noticed that she was not bending low in front of the shelves looking for lower-priced items on the bottom rung. Ah, she thought, life was good at last. Now she just had to make sure that Mr. Baxter stayed for a very long time. 
 
    She took a right turn at the end of the street and headed for the River Walk. She was in no hurry. She knew that Alfie would spend the morning with his friend Oscar—the neighbor—and discuss the stranger in the attic ad nauseam. That was fine with her. She could take her time without having to rush home because Alfie hated to be home alone. 
 
    She sat on a bench, on a dry spot, and inhaled the cold, clean air. The river meandered like a snake toward the sea, languidly carrying chunks of ice that sparkled in the friendly morning sunshine. 
 
    She would buy herself some new boots. She desperately needed a pair. And then, a new coat, perhaps. Was that Nancy sitting on that yonder bench? Suddenly, she itched with the desire of telling her friend all about her reversal of fortune. 
 
    Henrietta jumped up and hurried over to the other bench. After hugs and hellos, happiness poured out of her lips as she shared the good news. 
 
    “And then, when we were already in bed, the bell rang,” Henrietta said. 
 
    “You mean you have a bell in the attic?” 
 
    “Yes. I have no idea who put it in. It was there when we bought the house, I guess. Anyway, it’s just a chord. Nothing fancy. But when you pull it, it rings downstairs in the kitchen, and it’s loud enough that I could hear it in the bedroom.” 
 
    “And what did your lodger want at that late hour?” 
 
    “You won’t believe,” Henrietta laughed. “Alfred went to see what he wanted as it was too late for me to go upstairs, and the man asked for a Bible. Can you imagine that? He wanted to borrow our Bible.” 
 
    “And do you have one?” Nancy asked. Her eyes were big with wonder. 
 
    “Of course, we do. But what a request. So, Alfred went back up and took him the Bible.” 
 
    “What would he need it for? And why doesn’t he have one of his own?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Maybe that’s one of the things he lost when they stole his luggage.” 
 
    “They stole his luggage? Who did?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask.” 
 
    “So, he doesn’t have any clothes either?” 
 
    “I guess not. He just had a leather bag, like one of those old-fashioned briefcases. But with all the money he took out of his pocket, he can surely afford to buy himself a whole wardrobe.” 
 
    “Strange fellow, he sounds like, your new tenant.” 
 
    “He is strange, for sure. He’s very tall and gaunt. He’s very serious, too. When he smiles, he looks a little bit creepy. His eyes are dark and penetrating, and he stares at you like he was trying to read your mind. And he has long pointed incisor teeth, like vampires. At first, I got scared of him. I almost told him that the rooms were not for rent any longer. But we need the money.” Henrietta shrugged. “What else could I do?” 
 
    “Well, you better be careful, you two, about welcoming strangers into your home, with that murderer running around loose.” 
 
    Henrietta shivered, but not from the cold. She wondered about the murderer, about whether the police were close to catching him. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea that she had allowed a stranger into her home. But it was too late now. She sighed.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21. Settling In 
 
    That evening, when Henrietta took dinner up to his new lodger, she was shocked to see that all the paintings on the wall had been taken down and had been put in a corner out of the way. She found George Baxter sitting on the threadbare sitting chair, Bible open on his lap, reading out loud. 
 
    She looked around disconcerted, surprised to see the walls empty. The lodger faced her and greeted her with a big, contented smile. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind, Mrs. Jones. I took the trouble to rearrange things to my liking. The paintings were distracting me. I was very careful taking them down, I assure you, so no worries.” 
 
    Henrietta was at a loss for words. She had always been proud of her paintings, even these lesser ones that she had hung up on the attic walls. Like her jewelry and some of her antique furniture, these pieces had been left to her by her mother, her aunts, her grandmothers. Being the only child in her generation, everything the family had ever owned came down to her. And this was what this stranger did with them? 
 
    Mr. Baxter must have noticed her distress because he put the Bible down and got up. With two long steps, he stood next to her and looked into her eyes with that deep, disconcerting gaze. 
 
    “Mrs. Jones, Henrietta, please do forgive me. I’ve been surrounded by empty walls for so long, that it disturbed me to no end, all that distraction on the walls. The dogs hunting, the foxes, the horses, the women with all that makeup, staring at me. Tell me you do understand? I don’t want to trouble your kind heart. Please tell me that you don’t mind?” 
 
    “It’s all right, Mr. Baxter. I understand. I’ll have Alfred come upstairs and take them away. I want you to be comfortable and happy up here.” Awfully aware of her lodger’s intense gaze, she tried to look away, but—as if she had been hypnotized—she remained rooted in position and stared back at him, into those deep, dark eyes. 
 
    “Thank you, dear Mrs. Jones. You are a treasure. And thank you for lending me your Bible. I’ll take good care of it. As you know, there’s no reading like the reading of the Good Book. There is something in it for everyone’s state of mind and body. It comforts us all.” 
 
    “Very true, sir.” And with that, Henrietta took a few dainty steps back, quickly laid out the appetizing little meal she had cooked for her lodger, turned around, and left the room, quietly closing the attic door. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22. The Victim And Her Child 
 
    It was another dark and dreary night. Snowflakes beat against the windowpanes as the young woman shivered by her cold fireplace. She walked back to the heater and insulted it in an angry voice, giving it a clunky kick for good measure. You useless hunk of metal, you, she told it. You don’t even give me enough heat if I’m standing right next to you. 
 
    She stood by to the heater and rubbed her hands together, in the hopes of warming them. Her only comfort was that her little son was spending the night at the babysitter’s again, where it was cozy, and comfy and warm.  
 
    Kind, the old woman, willing to care for her child for so little money. One day, she would have enough money to do something truly nice for her. But for now, she had to bite her pride back and take the charity. 
 
    With a sigh, she went to her armoire. Definitely, nothing much to choose from. Her monsieur had already seen all her more decent clothes. From now on—unless he gave her some more extra money—she would have to re-wear what she had. 
 
    She went for the dark green dress. It was a thinner fabric, and it hadn’t been new in a very long time, but it still looked decent. She shrugged as she took it out and off the hanger. With her red hair, she always felt pretty in green, she would have to wear thick pantyhose to keep warm and hope that the coat would suffice. 
 
    Maybe she could ask her monsieur to take her to some warm place, instead of that blasted park that he seemed to be so fond of. 
 
    Taking a quick, almost cold shower, she began to get ready. She had been going out with this man for a month now. Where could a relationship like this go? Surely, she would never get him to marry her, even though she was young and pretty and he was old and grumpy. 
 
    She wondered what kind of pleasure he got out of her company—beyond the obvious one—when they quietly strolled in the park and he said nothing. 
 
    They had talked once, not that long ago, about her quitting her work. He had asked what she could do. Could she even do anything besides walking in the red district at night? 
 
    Her work was dangerous and at times disgusting, but she brought enough money home to feed herself and her child. Wasn’t that enough? She hadn’t answered him. She knew he wasn’t going to offer to marry her, nor would she be able to accept if he ever did, to live with an unattractive man like that with horrible personal habits, for the rest of her life. 
 
    The doorbell rang and she took one last look at herself. She looked particularly attractive tonight. The cold shower had colored her cheeks, and her red hair shone by the lamplight. 
 
    She was very pleased with herself when she opened the door, and she smiled big when her monsieur told her, “I have something very special planned for tonight.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23. The Telegram 
 
    Alfred Jones awakened to the ringing of the doorbell. He looked at the clock on his night table and noticed that it was only six o’clock in the morning and still almost dark. Then, he turned over to Henrietta’s side. She was snoring gently. It was never a good idea to wake her up too early. 
 
    Henrietta slept like a log, with her eye mask and her earplugs, and nothing short of a cannonball whizzing over her head would wake her up. Alfred reminded himself how lucky he was because, on the odd occasion in which he had had to leave the house in the middle of the night, Henrietta had slept on with the peace with which only the innocent can sleep. 
 
    He slipped into his slippers and shuffled down the stairs. The doorbell sounded more and more exasperated, and he hurried on. He was on the verge of screaming in frustration by the time he grabbed the front doorknob and was about to tell off whoever was disturbing them this early on a Saturday morning, when he saw, standing in front of him, the meek and apologetic figure of a postman. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I wouldn’t have come this early had this not being an emergency.” 
 
    “What do you mean by an emergency?” Alfred asked, making no effort to disguise the anger he felt.  
 
    “It’s a telegram, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Do they still have those?” 
 
    “Apparently they do. I was asked to change my route this morning so that I could deliver it. Mr. Jones is it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Mr. Alfred Jones?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s me. Just give me the darned thing so that I can get back in bed.” 
 
    Alfred yanked the telegram out the postman’s hand and was about to slam the door rudely on his face when the postman shoved his boot between the door and the jamb. 
 
    “I know you from somewhere,” he said. 
 
    “But I don’t know you. So please take your foot away so that I can close the door.” 
 
    “But I’m sure that I know you.” 
 
    The seemingly mild-mannered postman had suddenly acquired a dark and threatening demeanor. He aggressively kept the door open with his foot and approached Alfred by a couple of inches. 
 
    “Get that foot out of my house or I’ll call the police.” 
 
    To Alfred’s surprise, the postman backed down and looked apologetic. 
 
    “Maybe I’m mistaken. I meant no harm, sir. I could have sworn that I’ve seen you before, somewhere. Have you ever lived in Texas?” 
 
    “No. Never. I’ve never even visited. Have never had any interest. I like it up here too much to go exploring down South.” 
 
    “Hmm. You’re a dead ringer for this one guy I knew a long time ago.” 
 
    “You forget that if that was a long time ago, you might not even recognize your friend at all. We change too much as we age.” 
 
    “Who said he was my friend? Anyway, sorry I disturbed you. Won’t happen again.” 
 
    Alfred shrugged. The apologies had deflated his aggressive anger and now all that was left was the annoyance of having been awakened too early, and the mysterious telegram. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24. A Postman? 
 
    Henrietta reached the front door as Alfred was closing it. 
 
    “Who was that, Alfie? I heard loud voices.” 
 
    “Some crazy postman I’ve never seen before, who came to deliver a telegram and started a nasty argument about knowing me.” 
 
    “And do you?” 
 
    “And do I what?” 
 
    “Know him? Do you know him?” 
 
    “Of course not. He was delusional. And very aggressive. I thought he was going to assault me.” 
 
    “Maybe we should tell the police. Did you see a name tag?” 
 
    “Um, actually yes. Ha! I even remember his name. It’s an odd one, too.” 
 
    “I’ll call Charlie. He said he was coming over on Tuesday anyway. Maybe he could come today instead.” 
 
    “And report a postman? Charlie will laugh at me.” 
 
    “No, he won’t. He’s fond of you, and he’s in love with Celia. He would never laugh at you.” 
 
    “Let me think about it. It was nothing, actually. Just a stupid misunderstanding.”  
 
    Alfred and Henrietta headed for the kitchen, where she got ready to make coffee and breakfast. 
 
    “You know, love, it’s strange, though. I saw recognition in his eyes, and even before he became threatening, I felt a fear run through me as if I had known him from before.” 
 
    Henrietta sipped on her coffee while she watched her husband from the side of her eyes. He hadn’t always been the tame, quiet fellow he was today. She remembered stories he told about his childhood, where he’d gotten into scrapes with mafia-type guys—whatever they were called—who caused trouble and had even been in jail as a young offender once or twice. 
 
    He was an upstanding citizen these days—or at least he appeared to be—but could this postman be a remnant of his past that was back to cause them trouble? Henrietta sighed as she put fried eggs and toast in front of her husband and sat down across the table from him to eat. 
 
    “So, what was his name?” 
 
    “The postman’s? Something, something Grant. Fergus, I think. Fergus Grant. And I think I know what you’re thinking, Henrietta, but I swear to you that I’ve never met anyone with that name before. I should remember. That’s not a name one would forget.” 
 
    “And the telegram? Did you ever open it?” 
 
    “Oh, no. I completely forgot.” 
 
    Alfred hurried to the living room and came back with the envelope and handed it to Henrietta, who tore it open right away. She turned the sheet within one way and the other, baffled. 
 
    “Alfie, there’s nothing here.” 
 
    “What do you mean, nothing there?” He took the paper out of her hand and examined it himself. His hand began to shake. There was not one word written on it. And he knew exactly what that meant. 
 
    “It’s just a plain piece of white paper. Completely empty,” he said, cautiously hiding the fear in his voice. 
 
    “How’s that possible?” 
 
    “It must be some kind of mistake, nothing more.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I don’t either, my dear. I don’t either. Best not to worry about it.” 
 
    Henrietta picked up the dirty dishes from the table and headed for the kitchen. Alfred watched her as she went, thinking, thinking fast. He had lied to her badly. He should have felt awful and told her the truth, but as he watched her go, he realized that he didn’t care about her that much anymore. Besides, what was another lie? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25. Another Murder 
 
    The young woman opened her eyes. The first thing she noticed was the ear-splitting headache. Then—after a few heartbeats—it was the darkness. She knew that her eyes were open because she tried blinking, but the darkness remained absolute. Wherever she was, it smelled dank and abandoned. She was indoors, that she knew because she could hear the wind whistling outside, making the windowpanes shudder.    
 
    She had no idea where she was. The last thing she remembered was being on a date and walking in the park, being grabbed suddenly from behind, and a wet, malodourous cloth being pushed onto her mouth and nose, and then nothing more.  
 
    She stirred, groaning. Everything hurt. It was then that she realized that she was bound and gagged. The floor was hard underneath her, cold, moist, unforgiving. She grasped in a flash of understanding that she was being held captive. Trying at first not to panic, she attempted to loosen her ties by moving around, by twisting her arms and legs, but it dawned on her pretty soon that she would never be able to get free. Her kidnapper had done too good a job. She wouldn’t even have the opportunity to scream, what with that cloth around her mouth.  
 
    She wasn’t tied to anything, really, but she was bound tight. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness and her headache vanished, she began to discern shapes around her. She seemed to be in an enormous room full of furniture that had been covered by white sheets. These shone weakly by the meager moonlight coming in from the windows. And between the two windows, a sliver of light coming through the bottom told her that it was a door. Had to be. 
 
    If she could only move closer to it. Little by little. Maybe she could get up from the floor somehow and reach the doorknob. She dragged herself toward that sliver of light as hard as she could, inch by inch, but with her arms behind her back, all she did was scrape her face and her shoulder, making little progress toward the door. 
 
    Exhausted, she stopped. She had to think. She tried relaxing her aching body, but she kept shivering violently from the cold, yet she knew that the cold was the least of her problems. She was as good as dead.  
 
    She sobbed, feeling sorry for herself. This was the end of the line for her. Might as well give up. There would be no escape for her. Struggling was pointless. She had heard of that other murder, the woman they had found in the park, and she knew that she would be next. 
 
    From the first moment, she had known that this guy was bad news, and yet she had gone on a date with him. Why had she done that? Why had she not listened to her instincts? This miserable life that she lived, barely making enough to feed her child, a life of danger. Was she even surprised that it had come to this? How many of her friends had gotten hurt, or even killed on the job? How many of them had disappeared, never to be seen again?  
 
    And that wasn’t even the worst part. She knew that crueler things were yet to come. Mostly she feared the pain. She was terrified of the pain. Would he hurt her? Would he kill her slowly? Would he laugh while he tortured her? She knew he would be capable. All she had to do was remember those dead eyes that never smiled, not even when he was pleased.  
 
    Her imagination ran wild in the darkness, conjuring up violent scenes of torture and depravity, and gagged, she screamed with a silent guttural sound nobody would ever hear. She knew she was never going to leave this place alive. At least she reminded herself that her little son was safe, that his sitter was too kind to abandon him to his fate and would probably be willing to raise him if she were never to go back. He would have a warm home to live in, and plenty of nourishing, healthy food to eat, and books to read, and nice clothes to wear. Everything that she couldn’t give him.  
 
    As she thought about these things, scalding hot tears ran down the side of her face, burning her skin. She longed to wipe them away, but her hands were behind her back. She would never see her sweet child again. But he would have a better life without her, and that was the only thing that consoled her. 
 
    How naïve she had been. She had known from the first date that this man was different. That he was strange. Still, she tried to be nice to him, and how was he repaying her? Who had never said an unkind word to him? He was going to hurt her.  
 
    The tears kept on coming. She was so frightened. She remembered prayers she hadn’t said since she had been young and prayed fervently to a God that had allowed this to happen.  
 
    How she wished that her life could have a do-over, that she could wake up in the morning and realize that it had all been a nightmare and that she and her child were safe. If only she was given another chance, she would never ever do the things she had done in this life but find another path that would keep her safe. She wanted to go home. She wished she could go home to her mom. Her mom who had called her the most horrible names and told her to get out because she never wanted to see her again. That mom had once loved her. And now she would never know what happened to her daughter, and she would never meet her grandson. She wished her mom was there to hug her sorrow away. 
 
    She kept sobbing inconsolably, shivering on the cold floor, until a wedge of light coming through the door told her that her monsieur was back. Her head snapped toward the direction of the light, and the fear took her breath away. 
 
    “Did you miss me?” she heard him ask, and she held her breath. “Did you, dearie?” Then she heard him chuckle as he closed the door behind him. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26. Oscar 
 
    Alfred got out of bed carefully, so as not to disturb his wife. He heard the poorly imitated call of a Yellow-bellied toad and he smiled. That was Oscar, whistling unconvincingly under his window.  
 
    He looked back quickly to make sure that earplugs and eye mask were in place, and he opened the window. A cruel gust of cold wind tore through his flannel pajamas, but he stuck his head out. 
 
    “You know I can’t hoot like an owl to answer your secret signal. What do you want so early?” 
 
    “I have news. Just heard on my GMRS radio. Come on down.” 
 
    “Give me a minute. I have to change.” 
 
    Alfred hurried about the room, gathering his clothes, but making sure not to disturb his wife. There was an excitement in his heart. It was like the call of the wild. Like when he was young, and he would hear the whistle under his window and would have to climb down the trellis while his parents slept. 
 
    Those had been exciting times. He didn’t even much regret the anguish he had caused his parents in his youth, because back then, he had lived life to its fullest, and it had never been the same again. 
 
    But this morning, he was young again. He tiptoed down the creaking stairs and was out of the house before he had even zipped his coat up. He greeted Oscar happily and patted his shoulder with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Come on, Oscar. Let’s go to Ruby’s. I’ll buy you coffee. I have money today.” 
 
    The mood was light as they hurried along the slippery street. The salt had failed in numerous spots on the pavement, making the walk dangerous at times. But they held on to each other when they slipped, laughing like giddy teenagers. 
 
    “This is great,” Oscar said. “I have news and you have money. We make a great team.” 
 
    “We sure do.” 
 
    Ruby’s was packed with people eating quickly before heading for work. Their coffee was famous, and their waffles fabulous. Alfred—determined to splurge—ordered both coffee and waffles, surprising Oscar, who had borne the better part of paying for treats for quite a long time. 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me where all your riches are coming from.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Alfred said. “But first, I have to hear the news. And they better be good. After all, I’m risking Henrietta’s wrath. And you know how she gets when she’s not pleased.” 
 
    Oscar laughed and took a bite of his fabulous waffle. 
 
    “There’s been another one,” he whispered loudly over the table. 
 
    “No way,” Alfred said. “Another murder?” 
 
    “Yup. That’s what they’re saying. Another redhead.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that the first victim was also a redhead?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. The first time they didn’t mention it, but this time, someone blabbed. They say she was pretty and young. And a street worker.” 
 
    “You mean a prostitute?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where did they find her?” 
 
    “In the park, again. In the back. I’ve never been back there, the park being so large. But they say there’s a hunting lodge. She was found there. The murderer bruised and crushed her body with a blunt instrument.” 
 
    “Poor girl. That’s terrible. Do they know who did it? Or nothing yet?” 
 
    “Nothing yet. But I had an idea. Why don’t we go out there, see if we can find this Hunting Lodge they're talking about? See what’s going on.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27. The Bible 
 
    Henrietta woke up to find herself missing a husband. She stretched luxuriously on the bed enjoying the extra space and wondered what the day would bring. Ever since she’d started eating properly, her outlook on life had improved considerably. 
 
    She suspected that Alfie had wandered off with Oscar. Not that she missed him that much. It certainly didn’t bother her that Alfie had made friends and often left her alone for hours. She rather enjoyed it. She put her robe on and sauntered down to the kitchen.  
 
    She sipped on her piping hot coffee while she made the lodger some breakfast. Him being a vegetarian sure made things easy, as he was quickly satisfied with eggs, toast, and marmalade, though, in all fairness, she tried to make those eggs special, sometimes preparing omelets, or poaching them, and keeping an assortment of marmalades for him.  
 
    Tray in hand, she took a despondent look at the long stairwell that she had to climb. The enthusiasm was always easier before she started climbing. It was a grueling task, managing to get all the way up there without tripping or without spilling the food. The weight in her hands increased as she got more tired, and usually by when she had reached the attic, she was out of breath.  
 
    Today, she stopped on the third floor. She put the tray down on the side table and sat down to catch her breath. Some days were harder than others. She closed her eyes as she waited for her heartbeats to slow, but she didn’t complain. She was ever so grateful to have him in her life.  
 
    Soon she distinguished in the calm penumbra of the sitting room an underlying sound that seemed to be coming from above, the monotonous drone of a voice intonating some repetitious mantra. The words didn’t reach her. Only the tedious, endless murmur. She sat up, surprised. What on earth was that? She had never heard anything like that before, ever. 
 
    The lodger. It had to be. 
 
    She got up from the sofa and approached the stairs, and she cupped her ear to hear better. The sound was louder where she was standing. She climbed a couple of steps. Indeed, whatever it was, it was getting louder, so it was definitively coming from the lodger’s room. 
 
    Intrigued—all fatigue forgotten—she picked up the breakfast tray and began slowly ascending the stairs. Halfway there, she could already distinguish some of the words. The way to hell, she heard. And then, lieth in wait as for a prey. My God, she thought, is he reading my Bible?  
 
    She stood transfixed in front of the attic door, staring at it, listening to the monotonous sound, the heavy tray still in her hands. She wished to move, but she felt herself unable to do so. What was this man doing, reading such horrible things out loud? 
 
    The voice continued talking to himself for another few seconds and then stopped. Henrietta—disconcerted at the sudden silence—breathed quietly and waited. She didn’t want to be discovered so close to his door and be accused of eavesdropping. She remained standing there, too close to the attic door, knowing that she must make her presence known, but it was awkward. Finally, she couldn’t take the discomfort any longer and was about to tap on the door with the edge of the tray as she usually did, when suddenly, it opened by itself and she looked up to see George Baxter, her lodger, fully dressed in some clothes she had never seen him wear before, standing up straight, his eyes shining with what seemed to be religious fervor. She knew that he knew that she had been standing there. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28. George Baxter Reads 
 
    “Charm is deceitful, and beauty is vain, Mrs. Jones, but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised,” he intoned in a hypnotic monotone. He looked at Henrietta and smiled with that wicked, strange smile of his. She shivered. 
 
    “Is that all from the Bible?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Jones. Henrietta. From Proverbs. ‘An excellent wife, who can find? She is far more precious than jewels.’ Are you an excellent wife, Henrietta?” 
 
    “Well, yes, I suppose I am,” she said with hesitation, surprised by the personal tone of his question. She felt discomfort, as if something slimy and ugly had touched her skin. Immediately she stepped back, not knowing how to react, not knowing how to stand her ground. So, she vacillated in the doorway though she knew she would have to go in eventually to put the tray down on the side table. But she wanted to run away.  
 
    “I hope I haven’t startled you, Mrs. Jones. No need to look at me like that, like you were scared.” George Baxter chuckled, opening the door wider for her to come in, and to Henrietta’s startled mind the sound of the chuckle was discordant and unpleasant.  
 
    “No harm done, Mr. Baxter. I’ll just leave your breakfast here on the table. And you call me when you need anything.” 
 
    Henrietta set the tray down and hastily walked back to the door. She turned around to say bye, remembering that she was supposed to be polite. 
 
    “You’re a Godsend, Henrietta. You’re like the woman who opens her hand to the poor and reaches out her hands to the needy. Breakfast looks delicious,” he told her. “Thank you for your kindness. I do hate to put you through all that trouble.” 
 
    “No trouble, sir. You’re most welcome.” 
 
    “I wish you’d call me George,” he told her, gazing at her with his enigmatic dark eyes. He moved closer to her. He was now so close that she could smell his aftershave. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” she said, instinctively taking a step back, “but I don’t think I can do that.” 
 
    The lodger laughed at that, although not unkindly. Henrietta quickly closed the door behind her. He was still laughing when she reached the landing and took the first steps down. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29. Murder Scene 
 
    Alfred thought that the park would be full of gawkers. He expected ambulances, police cars with revolving siren lights, reporters shoving each other out of the way for better access to the corpse, and tons of gawkers. So, he was surprised—when they crossed the busy street—that the entrance to the park was no different on this day than on any other one. 
 
    “Where’s everyone?” Alfred asked his friend. “News like murder should have spread like wildfire.”  
 
    “Nobody knows about it yet. Remember that the murder hasn’t been announced to the public, so there will only be police and forensic teams at the scene, in the deepest part of the park, at least for now.” 
 
    Alfred nodded and kept on walking. It was very early still, and a bitterly cold wind whirled around him, blowing little gusts of fresh snow. He was freezing, but Oscar was very enthusiastic and seemed immune to the weather. Alfred didn’t think that he had ever seen his friend this excited about anything before. 
 
    The sun came up late on a winter morning like this one, and the streetlamps were still on in the park close to the entrance, doing little to dispel the darkness, giving the quiet park a ghostly appearance. Alfred’s hot breath came out in foggy bursts as he hurried after his friend, hands in pockets. The hot dog vendor was already at his post, opening his stand and getting ready for the day. Other stands were still closed and looked abandoned. 
 
    Soon, he saw no more lamps overhead. Here, the canopy of trees was denser, wilder, and even though the sun was coming out bathing everything with a weak orange hue, little of the sunshine reached them where they walked. You could barely pick out the benches and the water fountains in the penumbra. Everything was under a blanket of fresh snow. 
 
    “Do you know where we’re going?” Alfred asked, crunching the freshly fallen snow under his boots. 
 
    “Of course, I do. I know this park like the back of my hand. I could find my way around with my eyes covered. Don’t forget that I grew up around here. Even my late wife—rest her soul—was from around here.” 
 
    “Did she like the park as much as you do?” 
 
    “Oh, no. She hated it.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “She hated many things. The park was just one of them.” 
 
    At the front gate of the park, they had met early-morning commuters waiting at the bust stop, moms hurriedly pushing strollers, and walkers walking impatient dogs, but back here, the park was completely empty.  
 
    They reached the end of a long paved trail, they left the last fountain and benches behind, and from there on all Alfred could see was an endless open field of pristine snow with just a random set of animal tracks running into the shrubbery into the faraway distance. 
 
    “This is awfully quiet back here. You sure we’re going in the right direction?” 
 
    “Fear not, my friend. We’ll see the end of the park in about half a mile, and from there on, the Hunting Lodge, an abandoned clubhouse of sorts, some dilapidated stables that nobody uses anymore, and part of a highway that was closed down after an avalanche brought down some gigantic rocks that were never hauled away.” 
 
    “Boy, Oscar, you sure know your park,” Alfred said, feeling suddenly uncomfortable. He’d known Oscar for many years, but he’d never heard his friend share anything about his knowledge of the park, or about his late wife, for that matter.  
 
    Horrified by his own suspicions, he had the sudden urge to ask Oscar if his late wife had been a redhead. But he knew wouldn’t do that. Never. Oscar was just about his only friend anymore and he wouldn’t risk getting into an argument with him that could possibly jeopardize their friendship. Besides, did he truly want to know? 
 
    But he did tell himself sternly that next time he went to Oscar’s house he would take a better look at those pictures on the fireplace hearth. 
 
    “We should be getting closer,” Oscar said. “I see something in the distance. That way,” he said, pointing at something that Alfred couldn’t see. 
 
    “I can’t see much of anything,” Alfred said. “My eyes are terrible. I can’t even see a horse at five feet.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30. Paintings 
 
    Meantime, Henrietta decided that she couldn’t keep looking at her precious paintings from the attic, piled up in a corner of the landing. How many times had she asked Alfie to bring them down? But Alfie had become soft and lazy. Every time, his answer had been, sure, later. How many days ago had that been? It was time to do something about them. 
 
    Still troubled by her earlier encounter with the lodger, she climbed the stairs quietly, barefoot, stepping softly on the rungs so that the old wood wouldn’t creak. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, she stopped to rest and listened, like a scared rabbit. An absolute silence came from behind the attic door and she wondered what George Baxter did when he wasn’t reading the Bible. 
 
    Walking softly, so that the lodger wouldn’t hear her, she approached the paintings, casting many glances behind her. It would take her several trips to bring all those paintings down. But she didn’t care. All she knew was that she didn’t want them anywhere near George Baxter. 
 
    She struggled in silence, trying not to pant aloud, carrying her beloved paintings two by two. When she was done, she sat down on her bed exhausted. The tenant had begun muttering to himself again. She couldn’t make out the words, but she could hear him. She had the feeling that he was reading from her Bible again. 
 
    Well, he was one strange man, for sure, but she’d learn to live with him. She wanted to make sure that he was happy so that he would stay for a long time.  
 
    She walked to her dresser and looked at herself in the mirror. He had called her Henrietta, and not Mrs. Jones. It disturbed her, especially when he came close to her and looked deeply into her eyes while saying her name. 
 
    She looked in the mirror but became sad right away. The years with Alfred hadn’t been kind to her. It was an old woman who stared back forlornly at her. Her hands went up to her hair and she picked the voluminous locks into a messy bun. The updo favored the heart shape of her face and made her look years younger.  
 
    She was about to let the hair fall back onto her shoulders, but she decided against it. She had some hairpins somewhere. Yes, why not wear her hair up, as she used to when she was younger?  
 
    She fumbled with the pins and the hair for a few minutes until the outcome satisfied her. She turned one way and then the other, inspecting the results, now thinking that perhaps she shouldn’t dress so dumpy all the time. She went to her armoire and rummaged until she found something she hadn’t worn in a long time. 
 
    Blushing a little, she wondered what George Baxter would think when he saw her hair up like that. She giggled and smiled at the silly old woman staring back at her. And then, as if she were years younger, she skipped down the stairs, dreaming of what she would cook her lodger for lunch. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31. The Hunting Lodge 
 
    Alfred followed Oscar across an endless white wilderness, dragging his legs, struggling with the snow that at times reached his knees. He was crazy to be out here instead of at home, sipping on his morning coffee. Had he gone mad? 
 
    He was exhausted, fighting for breath. When he finally decided that he could go no further, he looked up and sighted the scene of the crime. It wasn’t much to write home about. Barely two police cars, a forensics van, and a half dozen people who were stationed in front of what Oscar had called the Hunting Lodge. Nowhere near the display of activity he expected to be awaiting them.  
 
    The Hunting Lodge too was a disappointment. It was no more than a ramshackle two-story rotting building that bore very little resemblance to what Alfred had expected to be a regal “Hunting Lodge”. 
 
    Greenish with mold as the dying shrubbery around it and covered with an ivy that had somehow managed to survive the brutal winter, its roof was laden heavily with snow. It looked more like a high-school haunted house than a murder scene, a cliché of a scary place. But knowing that there must be a dead woman inside terrified Alfred who—after seeing the bloated and disfigured body of his dead mother—never wanted to see another dead body as long as he lived. 
 
    He regretted coming with Oscar. He wanted no part of this. Remembering his dead mother had sucked the joy out of an early morning adventure that had already gone stale. He had no interest in seeing a decomposing body, although Oscar assured him that it wouldn’t actually be visibly decomposing yet because of the extreme cold of the last few days. He lamented the whole thing and wanted out. But what bothered Alfred to no end was his friend’s behavior.  
 
    Why did Oscar know so much about such matters? He—himself— had worked at the police station for a while, and even though he had picked up some knowledge of procedure here and there, he knew nothing about violent crimes as such. 
 
    The wind shrieked wildly at the back of the park, and as they approached the Hunting Lodge, keeping low, they struggled with the snowbanks and the dead branches of the shrubbery that surrounded the derelict building. It was a strangely silent scene. Men in hazmat-looking white suits coming and going, mingled with the policemen in blue uniforms. Despite the intensity of the occasion, the scene was oddly silent. No words carried toward them on the wind. 
 
    It had begun to snow again. And it was getting colder. Alfred was pondering whether to turn around and go back home although he had no idea how he would find his way back. The white vast nothingness that surrounded him was oddly disorienting. But he figured that all he had to do was backtrack on their footsteps, hopefully before the falling snow obliterated their tracks.  
 
    He turned around to look at Oscar who huddled behind the bush next to him, his whole body slanting forward with excitement. Their eyes met for an instant and he noticed that Oscar’s eyes were shiny, and a trickle of saliva had visibly begun to ice at the corner of his mouth. 
 
    Alfred felt disgust. This wasn’t like him, this ogling at a murder scene. He leaned toward Oscar to whisper to him that he was leaving when he noticed that the front door of the lodge was propped wide open and a stretcher appeared out of the dark interior. 
 
    He sensed more than saw his friend come to attention. Oscar grabbed his arm and told him to look. 
 
    “They’re bringing her out, Alfred. We got here right on time.” 
 
    “I don’t have the stomach for this, Oscar,” he told his friend. “I’m going to head back.” 
 
    “All right but look. You can almost see her.” 
 
    “That’s the thing. I don’t want to see her. I prefer my women alive.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re in a rare form today, my friend,” Oscar said and chuckled. 
 
    “See you later, buddy,” he said and got up to leave. But that second, Oscar gasped, and he turned back around. One of the men holding the stretcher had stumbled on something and rocked it. As the men tried to regain control of the gurney, the body shook and the sheet covering it shifted.  
 
    “Look, Alfred, look,” Oscar said with trembling voice pulling Alfred back down. He pointed toward the lodge. 
 
    Alfred looked, wanting but not wanting to see what was going on, and he was horrified despite himself. An arm had slipped out from under the sheet and hung dangling from side to side as they carried it, and a part of the head now showed. As they walked toward an unmarked black van, a cascade of magnificent red hair tumbled down to the side. 
 
    “Oh my God, Alfred, do you see that splendid red hair?” 
 
    Disgusted, unable to take it any longer, Alfred turned and left. But not before noticing how Oscar was shaking with excitement at the sight of the dead woman. What was wrong with his friend? And why had he never noticed what a sick bastard he was? Shivering with cold and dismay, he hurried home. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32. Henrietta Sings 
 
    When he unlocked the front door, the first thing Alfred noticed was that his wife was singing. 
 
    Now that’s odd, he told himself. It was a head-scratcher. He hadn’t heard his wife sing since they had first gotten married. The singing was coming from upstairs, from where their bedroom was, and kicking his boots off, he followed the sound. 
 
    He opened the door to their room and saw with dismay that every inch of space was covered by piles of clothes and rags. Shoes, slippers, boots, scattered on the floor, coats, jackets, strewn on the sitting chairs. 
 
    “What’s going on, Henrietta?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing, honey. Just spring cleaning,” Henrietta said, cheerfully. “It was time to go through my stuff.” 
 
    “You’ve never done anything like this before.” 
 
    “That’s why it was time. I was sick and tired of these stuffed closets. There are clothes here that I haven’t worn in a decade. That I didn’t even remember having.” 
 
    “I heard you sing. Are you all right?” 
 
    “Of course, I’m all right, silly. It’s just that the sun was shining, and nothing hurts this morning, and I’m happy to be alive, so I thought that this was a good time to get rid of some of this old stuff.” 
 
    “You’ll never manage to clean all this up in time for bedtime.” 
 
    “It’s doesn’t matter, honey. You can sleep in Celia’s room while I’m done working on this.” 
 
    Alfred stared and stared. Had she just called him “honey” twice? What had prompted all that? And what about the singing? Should he be worried? Well, maybe not, but he was going to keep an eye on her. Just in case. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33. Alone At Last 
 
    That night, Henrietta lay on her bed, luxuriating in a silent privacy that she hadn’t enjoyed since she had been a young teenager. She had the large bed all to herself. Nobody lay next to her, snoring. 
 
    It was a pleasure that ran through her body that was almost indescribable. She had space for her arms. She had space to turn around and stretch. She would be able to sleep for the first time without earplugs and enjoy the sounds of the night, the whoosh of the cars driving by, the odd police siren in the far distance, a dog or two barking. 
 
    She had shut herself to these nightly pleasures for a very long time, ever since she had discovered earplugs. 
 
    She turned around and opened her eyes in the dark. She thought she had heard wood creaking softly upstairs, and then quiet, careful footsteps coming down the stairs. She could have imagined it. But she thought she had even heard the front door being opened and then softly closed. 
 
    She wondered if she should go and check. She was sure someone had slipped out of the house. Either Alfie or George Baxter. But she laughed at herself. For one thing, she was too comfy in bed to get out of from under the warm covers to investigate. It was her imagination. It had to be. Mr. Baxter was sleeping upstairs like a good lodger, and her husband sleeping at the end of the corridor, where Celia’s room was. She had heard his snores earlier when she had gone downstairs for a glass of milk. 
 
    It’s my imagination, she told herself. Everyone is sleeping. Henrietta closed her eyes and drifted off. She thought dreamily about the new clothes and shoes she was going to buy herself with the money she had been setting aside.  
 
    Later, much later, she woke from a pleasant dream to what she thought at first to be the sound of footsteps on the creaking stairs. Then, she remembered thinking that someone might have left the house earlier. But again, she told herself that it must be part of the dream. She had no feelings of fear or threat of danger.  
 
    She turned the other way, pulled the comforter up to her shoulders, and kept on dreaming. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34. A Desire To Snoop 
 
    Every morning George Baxter—the lodger—left the house promptly at 9:30 but never said where he went. Alfred and Henrietta had wondered many a time why their lodger insisted he was retired and didn’t work yet left every weekday morning at the same time.  
 
    Not ungratefully, they also wondered why George Baxter—who seemed to be well off according to the expensive-looking brand-new clothes and shoes that he wore—had to live in a dusty attic instead of renting or buying his own place. 
 
    As the days went by, Henrietta’s desire to know more about her lodger intensified. She spent altogether too much time thinking about him, wondering about his private life, and so, a seed of an idea wormed itself into her mind, one she couldn’t let go. 
 
    The more she thought about it, the more sense it made. She was going to follow him one day and find out for herself what all he did and where he went. There was no harm in that. It was simple curiosity. 
 
    She planned for days what she was going to wear, and how she was going to go about it. Then, she waited for the right time. And on this particular Monday morning, having geared up her courage, she got dressed and ready before breakfast and came down the steps holding her coat in one hand, her gloves and hat in the other. 
 
    Sitting at the breakfast table, Alfred—who seemed to have moved permanently into Celia’s room without any further complaints—asked this new Henrietta what she was up to. 
 
    “I hardly recognize you, you know?” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Alfie? It’s the same old boring me you married like 30 years ago.” 
 
    “No. I don’t think so. Something’s different about you, but I can’t put my finger on it. Where are you going this morning? And why are you so nicely dressed?” 
 
    “Nicely dressed? This is such an old dress, Alfie. Don’t you remember it? You bought it for me for a birthday or something, like, oh I don’t know, like 20 years ago.” 
 
    “No, I sure don’t remember. But you look quite pretty in it,” he said, and it surprised Henrietta to see a shadow of that old admiration in his eyes. 
 
    “Well, thank you, honey,” she said, giving him a coy, flirty smile. 
 
    “You’ve started calling me honey. And now you always look dolled up. Should I be worried?”  
 
    Henrietta laughed. “No, silly. No reason to be worried.” 
 
    “So where are you going this morning? I saw you bring down your coat and hat and gloves.” 
 
    “Well, if you don’t mind, I’m going to go out with Nancy. We’ll go to the shops. It’s a sunny and pretty day today, and you’ll probably be visiting with your pal Oscar anyway, and I get bored, sitting here all by myself.” 
 
    Henrietta caught herself saying too much. You must always remember to be succinct when you lie. The more you say, the more suspicious you will sound. Thankfully Alfie was a trusting soul. She could tell him anything and he would believe it. But what would he say if he found out that she was about to go tail the lodger to wherever he went? 
 
    After breakfast, she gave Alfred a peck on the cheeks, grabbed her coat and stuff and started heading toward the door. The plan was to stay next to the magazine stand across the street until the lodger left the house, and from there on to follow. But before she could reach the doorknob, the doorbell rang, and Alfred shuffled hurriedly past her into the living room. 
 
    “That must be Charlie,” he said. “I completely forgot to tell you that he was coming over.” 
 
    “Today? Did it have to be today?” Henrietta groaned with frustration. She put her coat and things on the sofa and crossed her arms. At that moment, she heard George Baxter close his attic door upstairs and head down, step by step, on the creaking floor. What terrible timing. Her plan had just gone to the dogs. 
 
    George Baxter stepped into the living room at the same moment Charlie Fox did through the front door. Introductions and handshakes followed, and within minutes Henrietta watched her lodger’s back despondently as he turned left on Ember Street, destination unknown. 
 
    She was so angry that she could have screamed. She was even rude to Charlie who wasn’t to blame. She tried to take part in the conversation, but her heart wasn’t in it, so she headed to her room to mope. The opportunity had come and gone. So, she changed into her comfy home clothes and threw herself on the bed. She would rest for a while and then go downstairs to start preparing lunch. 
 
    But on an impulse, she sat up. Since Alfred was busy anyway, she crept upstairs to the attic and put her hand on the doorknob. Would she dare enter the lodger’s rooms uninvited? The temptation was gnawing at her. She knew that he was hiding something. She felt it in her bones. She wanted to snoop in his armoire and his chest of drawers to see what secrets he was hiding. She wanted to know what all he brought home in those shopping bags.  
 
    Her heart beat violently in her chest. Looking behind her back to make sure that she wasn’t being observed—with a shaking hand—she turned the knob. Oh, but it was locked. Of course, it was. She slapped her forehead. She should have known, why would George Baxter leave his room unlocked? It was his private residence now, wasn’t it? 
 
    Then again, what was so important in that dusty room that had to be kept behind locked doors? Why did he spend hour after hour pacing around the room, reading from her Bible? Her curiosity intensified. The answer had to be behind that locked door. And she knew that she wouldn’t be able to rest until she found out what it was.  
 
    She paced up and down the attic landing, thinking, the obsession burning inside her. Then she remembered that she had a bagful of spare keys somewhere downstairs, and she was sure that at least once, she had owned a copy of the key to the attic door. 
 
    She hurried downstairs and then back up, with her bag of spare keys. They weren’t labeled, so she would have to try them all.  
 
    But she didn’t mind. She pulled the chair next to the keyhole, sat down, and began trying the keys one by one. She worked in a frenzy, with unsteady, shaking hands, knowing what a terrible thing she was doing. Moreover, she had to be on the alert in case Alfie or Charlie came looking for her, or—Heaven forbid—the lodger came home too soon. It was nerve-wracking. But there was no stopping her.  
 
    When she found the correct one, she cried out with excitement.  
 
    Alas, right at that moment, Alfie called out to her from the bottom of the stairs wondering where she was, and Henrietta—startled—dropped the bag of keys and almost had a heart attack. Looking at her watch, she realized that she had been upstairs way too long. But no matter. At least she had a way in now. Smiling with anticipation, she placed that key carefully in her apron pocket and threw the rest of them back in the bag. 
 
    As she went back down, she would have whistled had she known how to. She was mighty pleased. She knew that sooner or later she would attempt to open that door again. And this time, she wouldn’t fail. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35. Charlie Fox And The Lack Of Clues 
 
    Charlie Fox, young, permanently idle, and in love with Alfred’s pretty daughter Celia, often came to visit. While Henrietta knew—absolutely, positively knew—that he was the one slowly absconding with her treasured knick-knacks and taking them to the pawnshop, she also knew that he was desperately in love with Celia. Besides that, he seemed to be fond of Alfred, and as much as she despised her husband sometimes, she had once been in love with him, and she couldn’t begrudge him a friendship. 
 
    Although it wasn’t any of her business—Celia being her step-daughter—she wondered sometimes whether the girl had any feelings for this unkempt, useless, but friendly young man. He didn’t have a proper job, yet always seemed to have money. He had a family somewhere out of town that he never talked about.  
 
    He was probably into some shady business. Since the town had fallen on hard times, that was what most young people did. They either sold drugs or moved away to more prosperous towns where there were still some jobs available. Otherwise, there was nothing much to look forward to in such a dreary place.  
 
    At any rate, when she came down, she heard them talk about the murders. That was one subject she wanted no part of. Murder. Life was sad enough, miserable enough, to dwell on such unpleasantries. 
 
    “This guy I know is a policeman,” she heard Charlie say as she put her apron on. “And he told me that there was a note pinned to the body.” 
 
    Hearing that, Henrietta hurried back to the living room. “What did the note say?” 
 
    “Wanton Woman. Do you know what that means, Mrs. Jones?” 
 
    “Yes, Charlie. Wanton means shameless. You know, boys, this all sounds very familiar,” she said. “I think the old serial killer is back.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Henrietta?” Alfred asked. 
 
    “You might not remember this, Alfie, but when I was young there was a series of murders in this town, in which notes were pinned to the bodies of the victims.” 
 
    “Were they bodies of women?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I remember that clearly.” 
 
    “Well, Charlie, you might want to tell your policeman friend to pass that on. This is either the same killer or a copycat.” 
 
    “On Ember Street?” 
 
    “Could be. So far, this is where all the bodies have been found.” 
 
    “My friend says that the police have a clue, but they're not telling.” 
 
    “Does your friend know what that’s about?” 
 
    “Yes, but he has refused to tell, even after I treated him to three beers.” 
 
    “That’s very mysterious.” 
 
    “No, Mr. Jones, that’s not even the mysterious part. I heard last night that there was a policeman on patrol in the park the night of the last murder. He heard the cries, but he was too terrified to do anything about them, so he stayed hidden behind the bushes and waited for the sun to come up.” 
 
    “You must be kidding. And him a policeman? What could have scared him so much?” 
 
    “He said that he heard howling before the cries began, and he thought there were wolves in the park, and they had attacked someone. He had no idea there was a murder being committed.” 
 
    “That’s big. No wonder they don’t want the locals to find out.” 
 
    “But can you imagine, Mr. Jones, how this guy feels? Knowing that he could have prevented the murder if he hadn’t been such a coward?” 
 
    Alfred Jones shook his head from side to side, remembering the too-familiar feeling of cowardice. 
 
    “Tell me, Charlie, what do you know about the piece of paper on which the words were written?” 
 
    “I’ve heard it mentioned that it was some rough, gray paper. Like that cheap recycled stuff they use for drafts at the newspaper’s.” 
 
    “I wonder if they will find any fingerprints on them.” 
 
    “No, they won’t, I don’t think. They’ve tested the first one already, and there was nothing. The killer is clever, Mr. Jones. He must know about not leaving evidence behind.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36. Hypnotic Eyes 
 
    That night, Henrietta found George Baxter still fully dressed, sitting in the threadbare armchair in his attic room. His door was open. Her Bible lay open on his lap. When she stepped into the room and put his dinner tray down, she was shocked to see how tired and worn out he looked. 
 
    But he put the Bible down and politely got up and took a step toward her. He smiled that enigmatic dark smile and looked at her as if he were seeing her for the first time. 
 
    “Henrietta, you do look lovely tonight,” he said. “If you don’t mind me telling you.” 
 
    “No, sir,” she answered with a shaky voice. Why did this man have such a hypnotic effect on her? 
 
    “George.” 
 
    “No, sir, it can’t be George, I’m sorry. Mr. Baxter will have to do.” 
 
    “But may I keep calling you Henrietta?” 
 
    “Would you stop if I asked you to?” 
 
    The lodger laughed. It was a cynical—yet again not unkind—laughter.  
 
    “Don’t look so troubled, Henrietta. I really don’t want to upset you.” Then he opened his eyes big and wide. “You know, I never noticed that you had red hair.” He stepped even closer to her and touched a lock that had come loose from the bun. Henrietta trembled under his touch. 
 
    “It’s mostly gray anymore, as I’ve gotten old.” 
 
    “Looks lovely to me,” the lodger said, and then his eyes glazed over, and he reverted to that droning melodic voice he read from the Bible with, and he seemed to quote. “But that if a woman has long hair, it is her glory? For long hair is given to her as a covering.”  
 
    “Oh, Mr. Baxter, you make me nervous. I better go.” 
 
    George Baxter seemed to come back to the present and looked down apologetically. 
 
    “Don’t mind me, Mrs. Jones, if I sometimes get carried away. No harm intended. Please forgive me.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Mr. Baxter. You’re forgiven.” Henrietta smiled at him despite herself, and then she hurried out of the room. Before she closed the door behind her, she looked back and saw that George Baxter was still looking at her, still smiling. 
 
    With one hand over her hopping heart, she walked to the stairs, and forgetting to hang on to the banister for safety, she quickly went back downstairs to where Alfred and young Charlie Fox were still sitting in the kitchen over beers, still shooting the breeze. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37. The Parcels 
 
    It was two days later that the parcels arrived. Two different ones, roughly the size of shoeboxes, wrapped in plain brown parcel paper, both addressed to Mr. George Baxter. There had been a cold drizzle since early morning, and the packages—Henrietta noted with disappointment—had become wet. The sender’s name was written in such tiny letters that it was barely legible, but on top of that, raindrops had diluted the ink. But it seemed to her that both packages had been sent by the same person, same return address. 
 
    They were rather heavy, and she shook them a bit, curiously. Should she bring them upstairs or should she wait for Mr. Baxter to come down? She didn’t want to seem desperate, like going upstairs too often.  
 
    No, no, better take them to her room. They would be safe there. And she would let him know that they had arrived when she saw him. But wasn’t it her duty to take them up? She hesitated. She had no idea. Were there any lodger-home owner rules out there? 
 
    Henrietta shrugged. There was no point in worrying about it. She carried the boxes upstairs and placed them on her dresser. There.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38. The Stain 
 
    The house had gone quiet. Alfred slept in his new room, snoring gently. The lodger was out. The noises from the street slowly quietened down as the town got ready to slumber.  
 
    Henrietta sat in her armchair, her needlepoint forgotten in her lap. The packages still sat on her dresser. She had been staring at them on and off, all day long. Silly woman, she told herself. You’re becoming obsessed with this man. Go and take those boxes upstairs already. 
 
    She put her needlepoint down and walked over to the dresser and picked one of the packages up. The bottom was moist to the touch in one corner, and she turned it around. A dark, reddish stain was spreading across the brown wrapping paper. The color of rust. It had even left an ugly tinge on the lace doily. She shuddered and almost bent over it to sniff the stain, but—disgusted with herself, with her lack of trust—she straightened out again. She wasn’t about to descend into that kind of behavior. The stain was not blood, even if it looked like it. And she was definitely not going to sniff it. 
 
    Not that it didn’t raise a few questions.  
 
    But this was becoming ridiculous. She grabbed the packages and ascended the stairs, slowly. Her knees were killing her. Too much climbing up and down, plus the cold weather wasn’t helping. Her joints were too old for all this exertion.  
 
    She could have told George to take them up, but she had become more and more possessive of her lodger, her lodger, and simply wanted him all to herself. 
 
    Henrietta was already halfway up the steps to the attic when the grandfather clock in the living room struck twelve times. Midnight. Startled—as if she had been caught doing something naughty—she looked toward the front door. George Baxter wasn’t home yet but could step through the front door any minute. She hoped she would have time to put these by his door and come back down. Otherwise, what would he think of her, up this late? And upstairs by his apartment? Would he think she was snooping? 
 
    She hurried to his door and put the packages on the little table in the foyer. It was so quiet up here. She closed her eyes for a second and listened to the silence. The street noises didn’t reach up here, nor the barking dogs, nor the drunk neighbors. It was an absolute silence that you could get lost in. 
 
    She turned to go back downstairs, but a terrible idea assaulted her. Henrietta quickly shook her head, determined to ignore it and hurry downstairs, but the devil on her left shoulder kept whispering in her ears, do it, do it. You’re all alone. This is your chance. 
 
    Henrietta turned around and stared at the attic door as if hypnotized. Her heart was beating so loudly that she could hear the blood roaring in her skull. Then she saw her hand reach for the doorknob, and she tried to pull it back, but the desire to know was greater than the fear of getting caught, so she put it on the doorknob, and before she could deny herself the moment, she moved her hand. The door would be locked, she hoped, wouldn’t it? 
 
    But the knob turned, and the door opened, and her hands went to her mouth to stifle a horrified cry. She had done it. She had broken in.  
 
    Ashamed of her audacity, wishing that the ground would swallow her right there and then, she entered the room. It was dark except for a very weak night light. 
 
    She turned the overhead light on and looked around. The attic was clean, cleaner than she’d ever seen it, and it had been turned into a pleasing, comfortable room. George Baxter had taken advantage of whatever discards the attic came with, and he had remodeled an inhospitable space into quite a cozy area. 
 
    She stepped into the room shyly and didn’t know what to do next. But her feet did, and they walked her to the armoire, that old, broken armoire that suddenly wasn’t broken anymore. George Baxter had repaired it and polished it down, and it looked a beautiful antique. 
 
    She walked toward it in a trance, her arms outstretched, and reassuring herself that she was still alone, opened its doors wide. A forbidden thrill ran through her body. She inhaled his scent, the fragrance of his clean clothes, and she quivered with pleasure. She admired how methodical he was. All the clothes in it were freshly ironed, nicely hung, properly ordered. With shaking hands, she rifled through his clothes, his hanging shirts, his pants, and jackets, touching, sensing, almost forgetting that she was here to find out his secrets. 
 
    But there was nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing in pockets, nothing on the shelves. Except that these were really good clothes, which did not cease to confound her. Why was this man renting a run-down attic in a derelict home? 
 
    She hurried to the dresser and opened the drawers one by one. She went through them quickly, but careful not to disturb anything. What was she looking for? Did she even know? Disappointed, she headed for the door. She had had such high hopes of finding something. 
 
    Then she remembered the worn leather briefcase he had shown up with on the first night. She had quite forgotten about it. He still came and went with it sometimes, but he didn’t have it with him tonight. How nice it would be to take a peek. She rushed through the room again but didn’t see it. And yet it must be somewhere. She looked around. She looked under the bed. Where could it be? 
 
    And then, suddenly, she heard the front door open and close. Had the night not been so silent, she wouldn’t have heard anything. But there it was, loud and clear, and she was in her lodger’s room, going through his stuff like a cheap burglar. 
 
    She had to get out of the room right away. Almost forgot the overhead light and had to rush back to turn it off. Then she quickly stepped out of the room and quietly closed the door behind her.  
 
    Her whole body shook with fear. Her heart pounded so violently that it took her breath away. She looked to one side and the other hopelessly, wishing that she could disappear.  
 
    There was nowhere to hide. She could already hear his footsteps, on the creaky rungs on her own floor. One by one, his heavy footsteps, getting closer and closer. She was on the verge of panic. Her head swung from side to side, looking for a way out, trying to think of an escape but her mind was a blank.  
 
    When she heard the lodger’s footsteps on the last flight of stairs, she almost screamed out loud. Her whole body shook with fear. She knew that she was about to start crying. She had never done anything like this in her life, and now she was about to get caught. 
 
    When she saw his head first appear between the rungs of the banister, she swallowed hard and quickly grabbed the packages and held them against her chest, and with a wildly beating heart, she looked straight at the lodger. 
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Baxter,” she said with a shaky voice. “I didn’t know you were still out.” 
 
    “Good evening, Henrietta. What are you doing up here so late at night?” His voice—usually so polite—was contemptuous and hostile. 
 
    “These came for you. I was about to get in bed when I realized that I had forgotten to bring them up. I was about to leave them on this side table.” 
 
    “Were you, now?” 
 
    He stared at her, and like a deer in the headlights, she stared back. 
 
    “You better go now,” he said, sounding like he was dismissing her. He took his packages and walked to his door, and Henrietta—not knowing what else to say or do—walked away and began descending the stairs. “Good night, Mr. Baxter,” she called out as she went down, but the lodger never answered. She never looked back. She was too terrified to do so. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39. Celia 
 
    Celia arrived early Saturday morning, prepared to spend her week off from school with daddy, or rather—Henrietta told herself uncharitably—with that waster, Charlie.  
 
    With Celia wanting her bedroom back, she faced the sad reality of having to welcome her husband back into the marital bed. But to her surprise, he offered to sleep on the couch, which was in the sitting area on the landing. 
 
    Henrietta didn’t quite know how she felt about that. She suspected that it wasn’t only the lodger who left the house randomly in the middle of the night, from time to time. How convenient for Alfred that she slept like a log and it would take the shooting of cannonballs to wake her. On the rare occasion that she heard footsteps in her dreams, she was rather unable to wake up sufficiently to go investigate. But sleeping on the couch would make it even easier to slip out if her husband wanted to. So, Alfred temporarily moved to the couch. As to how she felt about all that, Henrietta decided that she genuinely didn’t care that much at all. 
 
    Celia was loud and cheerful. And she loved to give hugs and kisses, and for some strange reason was unusually fond of her stepmother. 
 
    Henrietta didn’t know how she felt about that either. After the initial disappointment of not having children, she had decided that it was for the best, and went on to enjoy the freedom from maternal responsibility. And when she thought about her friends struggling with unruly, troublesome, disobedient children, and the horrible financial burden that they entailed, she was happy—for the most part—to have never had any. 
 
    The other thing was that Celia followed her everywhere, and insisted on calling her MOM, not mom, with small, discreet letters, but with an enthusiastic MOM that seemed to burst at the seams with love. 
 
    “So, imagine, MOM, that my friend Rosalie—you remember her, right?—went to a hotel with Peter, spent the night with him in secret, and is now pregnant.” 
 
    “Oh, goodness, what is she planning on doing?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I don’t think Peter is interested in her that way.” 
 
    “Poor girl. Has she told her parents yet?” 
 
    “No. She’s too scared.” Henrietta finished folding the towels and headed with them for the bathroom. Celia followed. “She did tell me that she was going to get a massive haircut and dye her hair. To be more grown-up, hoping that Peter will like her better.” 
 
    “Listen, Celia, if Peter doesn’t like her a brunette, what makes her think that he will like her a blonde or a redhead?” 
 
    “Well, it’s like reinventing yourself, changing the color of your hair. Men like redheads, don’t they? You were one, and daddy married you, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said without enthusiasm. And murderers seem to like redheads too, she thought bitterly, and almost said so out loud, but the discussion was too gory to be had with a young person like Celia. 
 
    “Maybe you should tell her not to dye her hair red. She’ll probably look prettier as a blonde.” 
 
    “I’ll tell her, but she’s stubborn. She’s determined to marry Peter, and she’ll probably be willing to do whatever it takes to do so. Well, MOM, I have to go. See you later.” 
 
    “You won’t be late, will you?” 
 
    “Of course not. You know me. I would never want you or daddy to worry.” 
 
    “And you would never go to a hotel room with a man and get yourself pregnant, would you?” 
 
    “Me? Never. I want to become famous, and I’ll never be famous if I have to drag a child around with me.” 
 
    Henrietta sighed as she watched Celia sail through the front door. Famous. What a foolish notion. In her days, it was your duty and foremost desire in life to find a good husband, settle down and have a bunch of kids. And then, raise them as cheerfully as your outlook in life permitted. Famous! She shook her head. At least Celia didn’t seem to entertain any notions of marrying that looser Charlie Fox. As likable as he seemed, she was pretty sure he was a dead end. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40. The Dream 
 
    The phone had been ringing for quite a while, but Henrietta was having a hard time detaching herself from her dreams.  
 
    George Baxter was wearing a tux and a mask, and she was young again. The room, large, romantic, full of flickering candles, was full of beautiful people dressed in colorful costumes, and she was wearing one too. She kept wanting to go to the mirror to look at herself, but every time, George Baxter would pull her back to his chest and hold her tight as they danced. 
 
    “You look ravishing tonight, Henrietta. How I wish this evening would never end,” he said more than once as he twirled her around and around the ballroom. He smelled good, too. He wore a bewitching after-shave that made her giddy, and his mysterious dark eyes stared at her hypnotically through the slits in his mask.  
 
    “I have to go and look for my husband,” she kept saying, turning her head, looking for him. 
 
    “Don’t bother, my love. It’s just you and I tonight.” 
 
    Henrietta tried to wake up, but the haunting music of her dreams and the warm body of her lodger kept pulling her back. But the phone kept ringing. It was just never going to stop. 
 
    She finally put her naked feet on the cold floor and walked over to the telephone. “Hello,” she said several times, but nobody would answer. Eventually, when she had determined to put the phone down, someone spoke.  
 
    “Your husband, Mrs. Jones. I need to talk to your husband,” the man said in an ugly and menacing voice. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s home. He said he had plans for this morning,” Henrietta told him. “But I’ll go check.” 
 
    Padding on naked feet, groggy, shivering in the cold house without her robe, she went from room to room, calling out to Alfred, but the house was quiet as a mausoleum. Alfred wasn’t home. 
 
    She went back to the phone and picked it up, but the person who had called was no longer there. She wished she had asked earlier who was there. 
 
    When much later on in the day, she sat with Alfred at the kitchen table, she had nothing concrete to report. 
 
    “All he said was that he wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    “Are you sure, my dear?” 
 
    “Of course, I’m sure. He did call me Mrs. Jones, so do you think this is one of your old acquaintances? He sounded very unfriendly.” 
 
    “Are you implying he was one of those troublesome people from my youth? I doubt it. They're probably all dead.” 
 
    “And you haven’t gotten yourself into any kind of trouble since then?” Henrietta asked, anxiously. It was always at the back of her mind, Alfred and his old gang, getting back together to cause mayhem. 
 
    “No trouble, my dear. I promise you.” Alfred held his breath and tried to look innocent.  Then, Henrietta left the room, and he breathed again. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 41. Rosalie 
 
    The next morning, Alfred and Henrietta were sitting quietly at breakfast, Alfred reading the beloved Morning News, and Henrietta checking her phone messages. Like any long-married couple, they didn’t even acknowledge each other. 
 
    The grandfather clock tick-tocked and echoed through the quiet house when the silence was broken by the heart-rending sound of an upstairs door being slammed, and furious footsteps running down the stairs, across the house, and into the kitchen where they sat, staring at the intrusion. 
 
    “MOM, dad, Rosalie has vanished!” 
 
    “Calm down, Celia,” Alfred said and patted the chair next to him. “Come, sit down and tell us what happened.” 
 
    But Henrietta knew. All of a sudden—after never having had one single premonition in her whole life—Henrietta knew.  
 
    “She died her hair red, didn’t she, Celia?” she asked, trying to sound calm and reasonable next to her two unsuspecting loved ones.  
 
    “Yes, MOM, she did. Why are you asking?”  
 
    But Henrietta didn’t answer. She looked poignantly at her husband, and he too understood, and returned her look, his own eyes full of horror. 
 
    “Why are you guys staring at each other like that and not answering me? Why?” Celia asked. 
 
    Henrietta and Alfred shared another look and she nodded, and he said, “All right, I better tell her.” 
 
    “Tell me what? What?” Celia asked, getting louder and louder. “I’m worried sick. Just tell me what you know.” 
 
    “Come and sit down, Celia. And Henrietta, be a dear and pour her a strong coffee. Listen, I’ll tell you, but I don’t want you to panic,” he said gently, and Celia sat down between him and Henrietta and sipped on her coffee obediently. 
 
    Henrietta watched Celia and Alfred sadly as he told his daughter about the murders and the red-haired victims. It disappointed her that young people had to hear such horrors and be unable to remain safe in this horrible world.  
 
    When she had been young, things had been so different. People were honorable, even strangers. Her family never locked the front door, nor did they have any bars on windows in any of the houses they had lived in. Things left forgotten outside would never be stolen, but you would find them safe and sound the next day when you went in search of them. 
 
    She watched Celia as the terror crept through her. Celia now knew that she would probably never see her friend again. One by one, the killer was targeting redheads. Would he have known—or even cared—that Celia’s pregnant friend was not a natural redhead but had dyed her hair? 
 
    Celia’s eyes grew bigger and wider. Poor child. She would never be young and innocent anymore.  
 
    “Call Charlie. He has a friend at the police station. You have information about her that might help them,” Alfred told her, and Celia nodded.  
 
    Henrietta picked up the dirty dishes and took them to the sink. While she washed them, she heard Celia on the phone with Charlie, and then she came into the kitchen and asked for a hug. Henrietta was not a hug-type of person, but this time she took the young woman in her arms and held her while she cried. There was really nothing that could be said.  
 
    Rosalie had been missing for two days. There was now zero chance that they would find her alive. She thought about the baby that would never be born, and the baby she wished she could have had. And then she remembered that she too had been a redhead once and wondered if it would be so terrible to die. She sighed when Celia let go and ran upstairs to get ready. Then she went back to her dirty dishes. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 42. Tailing The Lodger 
 
    Around five in the afternoon, Henrietta hung up her apron and her kitchen towel and stood quietly in the kitchen. Celia was out to dinner with Charlie. Alfred was snoring gently upstairs on the couch, and she had just heard footsteps on the stairs. George Baxter was going out.  
 
    This time, she would follow him. She couldn’t stand not knowing any longer. 
 
    As soon as the front door closed, she hurried to the living room and put on her coat, hats and gloves. These were items she had never worn in years, so the lodger wouldn’t have possibly seen her wearing them. Should he ever turn around and see her walking behind him, he would never recognize her. 
 
    The night was unexpectedly bright. It had been raining, and the wet streets were shiny with the reflection of streetlamps, and car lights, and the lights coming from the fronts of the houses and from their windows. Henrietta hadn’t been outside at night in a very long time, and it surprised her how busy it was. Of course, it was only like half-past five, but the sky was already dark, and there was a feeling of the unknown in the atmosphere. To her, it was already night-time. 
 
    George Baxter appeared to be in no hurry. He crossed Ember Street diagonally, avoiding the traffic, and entered the park. He was easy to follow. He wore a long coat whose bottom flapped in the wind, and he had on this odd, unusual hat that was rounded at the top and make him look like a foreigner.  
 
    The cars honked wildly when she hurried across the busy street, and for a second, she worried that the lodger would turn around and see her, but he never did. He serenely continued on his walk and was soon heading for the back of the park, away from the hot dog stands and the roasted chestnut vendors 
 
    Henrietta wasn’t so fond of parks. She didn’t like it that they were so secretive, so full of hiding places, and so very big. She liked the River Walk, the openness of it, and how you always felt safe. 
 
    But she wasn’t about to back down. She was going to see this to the end. She also noticed that tonight, George Baxter was carrying his beat-up leather briefcase, the one she had looked for so diligently the other night. 
 
    She had reason to ponder about that briefcase because he was so guarded about it. How he had reacted the first night when he thought he had lost it, and how well he hid it in the room since she had looked for it everywhere. What was in it that needed to be hidden? That was the question that she wanted answered.  
 
    So, where did he keep it? Under a loose floorboard? Behind the armoire? She knew the attic like the back of her hand. There was no place where she hadn’t looked, yet he had managed to hide it. What was so special about it that it needed hiding? And why was he carrying it now? 
 
    Henrietta was so busy thinking about these things, that she almost missed it when the lodger took a sharp right at the end of the path. Very little light filtered through to where Henrietta walked. There were overhead lamplights—and bright ones at that—all over the place, but that was mostly at the entrance, where most people tended to congregate, not back here, on the route that she was following. 
 
    The cement path eventually gave way to gravel, startling Henrietta when she heard the noise that her boots were making as they crunched the pebbles underfoot. The lodger obviously heard as well, because he stopped and turned around, and she had barely enough time to duck behind a tree trunk, ever so grateful that her coat was black, and so were her hat and gloves. She held her breath until she heard him resume his footsteps, and then she stuck her head out from behind the tree to peek. 
 
    She exhaled, relieved. There was no way she would be able to explain herself to the lodger, and then he might decide to move out of her attic, and she would lose the financial security that his regular payments had improved her life with. And she would lose him. It was a daunting thought. 
 
    From then on, she walked on the grass, keeping close to the shrubbery. It was intensely dark and intensely quiet at the back of the park. No noise of cars honking or buses revving their engines intruded into the solitude of the night. Not even the hooting of the owls, deep into hibernating sleep.  
 
    Hypnotized by the monotonous regularity of George Baxter’s footsteps, she was caught by surprise when he took another right turn, and within a few feet they were out of the park, and Henrietta was back in the city, but on the other side of it.  
 
    The lights blinded her and disconcerted her after that long walk in the penumbra. Still a good piece ahead of her, she sighted the lodger, who again stepped fearlessly into the traffic, not even looking right or left, and crossed the street with his long strides and his flapping coat, and Henrietta found herself struggling to follow. This was a busier street than her own. Long lines of people stood at the corner by the bus stop, jostling for space, impatiently shoving each other, looking tired and gloomy. Exasperated taxis and buses honked at each other and at the pedestrians rushing back and forth across the street at the red light. 
 
    This too distracted Henrietta, and she realized she was about to lose the momentum of the pursuit. Already the light had turned green for the traffic, and her chance of crossing the busy street and remaining alive passed. She stood, anguished, by the zebra at the light, and she watched George Baxter’s long coat flapping around his legs as he kept on walking. Then, a couple of buses stalled right in front of her, and by the time they moved on, she couldn’t see the lodger any longer. She wanted to cry. She had lost him. 
 
    She crossed the street anyway, when the light turned green, and she walked around for a while, but this was downtown, and a place she was unfamiliar with. 
 
    Finally, knowing that she was risking getting seriously lost, she turned around, and moodily headed back home. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 43. Rosalie Still Missing 
 
    Henrietta found Celia crying in her bedroom, slumped on the bed.  
 
    “There you are, mom. Where have you been? I looked all over for you.”  
 
    “Out, my dear,” she said, realizing that she had to come up with an excuse for having been gone so long.  
 
    “But where?” 
 
    “Hmm, I needed some special ingredients for a new recipe. Do you have any news about Rosalie?” 
 
    “No. Charlie took me to the police station, and I told them what I knew. Oh, and nobody has heard of Peter either.” 
 
    “Well, that’s rather interesting. Could they have run away together?” 
 
    “Without telling anyone? Without telling me?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Celia.” 
 
    “I’m so worried about her.” 
 
    “I know. I am too. Let’s hope they just went somewhere together for a few days and we’ll see them again soon.” 
 
    She thought those words would console Celia, but the girl just threw herself back on the bed and began crying again. Henrietta walked out of the room and gently closed the door.  
 
    She could hear Alfred fussing in the kitchen, cooking something that didn’t smell too enticing. She did not have the patience to deal with Alfred at the moment. She went to her room and lay down on the bed.  
 
    She felt languid and dull. She knew it was the pall of depression sinking down on her. She hadn’t been this depressed in a very long time. She put an arm on her eyes and welcomed the darkness. Rosalie had either eloped with Peter or was dead. She felt the foreboding again. She knew that Rosalie was dead.  
 
    She was exhausted after the long walk, and she relaxed in the cozy warmth of her bedroom. She almost dozed off. But the doorbell rang. She waited to see if Alfred opened the door, but he mustn’t have, because, after a minute or two, the doorbell rang again.  
 
    She frowned. Couldn’t Alfred do something right for once? She propped herself up on an elbow and tried to gather herself up from the bed to go downstairs, but she heard Alfred’s heavy footsteps and finally a loud I’m coming, and she threw herself back on the bed.  
 
    Was that Charlie at the door? It didn’t sound like him. This voice was deeper and angrier, and uncomfortably unfamiliar. Was that an argument they were having? Henrietta tried to care but the waves of depression kept washing over her, sinking her deeper and deeper. She closed her eyes.  
 
    Nobody needed her. Alfred and the other man would be perfectly fine without her. She dozed off a bit, and then she woke suddenly when she smelled something burning, and she heard voices exclaiming loudly when the smoke alarm came on. 
 
    But she wasn’t very interested. She was too tired to care. Alfred could solve a problem without her for once. She chuckled mirthlessly and turned to her other side. All the things Alfred would have to learn to survive on his own if she died. She pulled the comforter on herself and closed her eyes, and within seconds, she was asleep. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 44. The Altercation 
 
    Henrietta opened her eyes and found herself surrounded by a deep, disquieting darkness. She looked at the clock on the nightstand and saw that it was half-past two. The middle of the night. Something had awakened her. 
 
    She put her robe on and slipped her feet into her slippers. Then, she silently left her room. The landing was dark, except for what little light filtered through the curtains from the street. And the whole place was freezing cold as if the heater had stopped working.  
 
    She hurried across the corridor to check on Celia. She opened the door quietly and peeked in and saw her stepchild bundled peacefully under her pink comforter. Then, she went to the couch to check on Alfred, but he wasn’t in his place. Surprised, she turned on the lamp closest to her. The pillow and blankets were on the sofa, nicely folded, just as she had left them in the morning. But they hadn’t been slept in. Intrigued, she headed for the stairs. The cold draft by the stairwell took her by surprise, and she shivered.  
 
    As it had become her habit, she looked up toward the attic and waited. She could barely hear it, but if she listened carefully, she could distinguish the unmistakable drone of George Baxter’s voice. Was he still up? Reading drearily from the Bible those awful verses written against women? Henrietta shook her head. Why did he hate women so much? 
 
    She took the steps carefully, holding onto the banister, still groggy from sleep. And the further down she went, the colder she got. A current of air, rushing freely through the house. How strange that was. Alfred must have left a window open, she thought, or perhaps the back door after throwing the trash out. She shivered, and she pulled the robe tighter around her shaking body.  
 
    Walking downstairs in the dark, her arms outstretched like a blind woman, she went straight to the kitchen and to the back door, where—through the kitchen window—a streetlamp provided some weak illumination. She found everything closed, everything in order, and everything silent. More and more intrigued, she headed toward the front of the house, suddenly fearful that the front door might have been left open all night. But now that she was approaching the entrance, she heard another sound—coming from outside—that of two men talking a sotto voce, and if she wasn’t mistaken, one of them sounded like her husband. 
 
    Indeed, as soon as she stepped into the living room, she saw it. The front door wide open, and the bright light from the street illuminating the entrance as if it were daytime, outlining the furniture and deepening the shadows in the corners where the light didn’t reach.  
 
    A moving shadow startled her, and she looked to her right and almost screamed out loud before she realized that it was just her, reflected in the mirror. She looked at herself superstitiously, fearing that something might be lurking in the mirror behind her image. But it was just her, staring back at herself with large, frightened eyes, and a mop of graying, reddish, unruly hair. 
 
    It was snowing again. The street was covered in a white wonderland, sparkling, pristine, untouched, so perfectly clean before the world woke up and trampled it down. Flakes of snow danced and whirled inside the house lifted by the gusts of wind, forming puddles of water on the floor where they melted. 
 
    Her first instinct was fear, and her heart began its usual disorderly beat. She held her hand to her throat, feeling the uneven heartbeats pulsing under the skin. A dark room, an open front door, the muted silence of snow falling, and the puddles of water on the floor. An uncontrollable fear took hold of her as she looked around her and she began to shiver, rooted to the floor, unable to move, expecting danger to come at her from the darkest parts of the room, the ones in the shadows. But then she heard voices. 
 
    That was Alfred out there, and it must have been he who had gone outside and left the front door open. She was quite alarmed now. There was no reason—no good reason—why her husband should be out there in the snow in the middle of the night. Forgetting that she was too scared to move, she approached the door cautiously, almost on tiptoe. From here she could hear Alfred’s voice, and someone else, someone very angry, but she could not distinguish what they were saying. 
 
    Teeth chattering in her thin robe, she got even closer and then hid behind the curtain. From there—as plain as day—she could see Alfred, in his flannel pajamas and robe, talking to someone, gesticulating angrily, arguing with a man whose back was turned toward her. She couldn’t see his face. 
 
    Henrietta felt a rage well up inside her. Now she was angry too. She had always suspected that one day, Alfred would turn back into the hoodlum he had once been, because that disposition was there inside him, even if it was well hidden. And here was her proof. 
 
    Furious, completely losing her patience, and fed up with the interruption to her sleep, she got out from behind the curtain and walked to the open door.  
 
    Alfred and the man were arguing loudly, and the man had a rod in his right hand. It looked like a lead pipe. She had seen plenty of those in movies.  
 
    Well, she was good and fed up. Not thinking of her own safety, or of the consequences, she stepped out of the house and raised an accusing hand to those two troublesome men and yelled at them that she was going to call the police. 
 
    Both the stranger and her husband turned toward her, their faces, their bodies, frozen in the moment, surprised at the interruption, and then the man—without losing a second—took off running toward the park. Alfred, shivering from the cold, came into the house sheepishly, head down, and Henrietta slammed the door behind them. She didn’t even bother to say anything but went back upstairs. On heading toward her room, she noticed that the lodger had stopped talking to himself. 
 
    But she was past caring. The world had gone mad, and she wanted no part of it. She went back to her room and slammed her door. She tried to sleep, but she couldn’t. It wasn’t until the sun started rising, that she finally found herself relaxed enough to close her eyes and go to sleep. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 45. A Bottle Of Rum 
 
    Alfred entered the house sheepishly and took his wet, frozen slippers off. He stayed out of the way while his wife came and went furiously until she disappeared upstairs and slammed her bedroom door. Then, he went into the kitchen, found the bottle of rum which he had secreted on the top shelf behind some stuff they never used, and sat down at the table and put his head on his arms. 
 
    This was not good. The last thing he wanted to do in his life was to alienate Henrietta. He wanted to live in peace and harmony. The wife got upset from time to time, but he didn’t begrudge her that. He knew he had turned out to be a disappointment, and she didn’t deserve that. 
 
    She had been a good wife to him, and a good mother to Celia, who could thank Henrietta for her proper upbringing, her ambition, and her work ethics. She could have decided never to forgive him for bringing newborn baby Celia home, the illegitimate child that was born ten years after they had first gotten married. But she had never complained—not too loud, anyway, and never in front of the child. Instead, she had tended to her, had cared for her and taught her well. 
 
    Alfred knew he had a lot to be thankful for. He took a couple of sips of rum. He hated having disappointed her. But she didn’t even know the worst of it. And he had to make sure that she never did. 
 
    He needed a good hiding place. A really good one. The kind that would never be discovered, not even after his death. Another sip of rum didn’t clear his head, nor did it give him any bright ideas. 
 
    He could burn them. But it was safer not to. They incriminated him, but they also proved his innocence. Talk about a double-edged sword. And what good luck that in the tousle outside, he had managed to grab them and retain them. Against all odds. 
 
    Henrietta must never find out. 
 
    In his mind, he went through all the places around the house where such incriminating documents could be hidden. With the new lodger, the attic was out. Downstairs was out as well, because Henrietta was always around, organizing, remodeling, changing stuff around the place, and the same went for their floor, where they all slept. 
 
    Of course, there was the garage. Not a proper garage, really, as they had no car, but a keeper of discarded objects. There were forgotten boxes in there that had once belonged to his parents, and unwanted things that Henrietta had brought with her when they had married. 
 
    But there was one corner in there that would never be revisited. That was where they had placed the crib and the baby things after they had given up waiting for a pregnancy to happen. The baby never came, and year by year, Henrietta’s heart had grown colder and more despondent, until finally one day, she gave up.  
 
    As in a funeral, they had solemnly taken all the little things for that baby that never came, placed them in plastic boxes, or back into their original containers. The crib was covered in thick plastic, sealed up and propped up against the wall. Then it was forgotten. 
 
    Perhaps because too much rum had mellowed him, Alfred had another sip and shed a few sorry tears, for Henrietta, for him, for all their unfulfilled dreams. And for the baby that never came. 
 
    It was too late to go outside and hide the papers. Tonight, they would have to stay close to him. Tomorrow, when Henrietta went out shopping, he would sneak into the garage, hide the letters, and then sweep the floor that led to the little building. The last thing he wanted was for Henrietta to become suspicious because of footsteps leading to it. 
 
    He walked over to the cabinet and pulled out a sturdy Ziplock bag. Plastic never rots, he told himself. It would protect these papers forever. He placed the documents in the bag and held them tight in one hand. With the other, he shoved the bottle of rum back into its hiding place, and then he turned out the kitchen lights. 
 
    Slowly, sadly, he hobbled upstairs. He knew that Henrietta was disappointed in him, and it tore at his heart. He fluffed his pillow and pulled the comforter over his body. The lamps were out on the landing, but the streetlights flooded the room and shone in his eyes, and he turned his face to the back of the sofa looking for comfort in the darkness. He huddled there, feeling unloved. He remembered when he and Henrietta had first gotten married and how much they had loved each other.  
 
    The sounds of the night followed his memories for a while, but he was tired. It had been a very long day. Soon, very soon, his eyes closed, and he mercifully fell asleep. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 46. Rosalie Found 
 
    Celia left for school, leaving a void behind. Henrietta—who always said that she didn’t like hugs—missed them already. Alfred moved back to Celia’s room, and things went back to normal. The new normal. 
 
    Sunday morning, she and Alfred were getting ready to go to church, when two terrible things happened at the same time. The doorbell rang, and right at that moment, they heard the Sunday Newsboy yelling under their window that there had been another murder. 
 
    The perfume bottle in Henrietta’s hand fell on the tile and broke into smithereens. A chill went through her body as a wave of premonition rushed through her. Rosalie, she thought. They’ve found Rosalie. Then she remembered Peter who had vanished at the same time, and she wondered if they had found his body as well. 
 
    She watched in a daze how Alfred opened the front door and greeted Charlie and then shoved him aside as he rushed down the slippery steps. She stared at Charlie who stared back at her. Charlie shrugged, pretending nonchalance, but you could tell he knew something. 
 
    “Come in, Charlie, and close the door. Don’t just stand there. You’re letting the cold air in.” 
 
    “But Mr. Jones?” 
 
    “He’ll be right back. I have a feeling that he rushed out for the paper. It’s his obsession.” 
 
    “The new murder,” he said. 
 
    “Yes. Do you have any news?” 
 
    “Just that. They found a new body this morning at dawn.” 
 
    “In the park?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is it Rosalie?” Henrietta walked slowly toward Charlie, looking into his eyes. Rosalie was very dear to Celia. Her heart beat wildly as she prayed in silence, knowing that it was too late to be heard. Charlie lowered his eyes, and she knew. 
 
    “It’s not official yet, but I was there with my friend Jeff, the one from the police, helping. You know they’re always shorthanded, especially now with all these murders, so they gave me a temporary job there to help out.” 
 
    “And you saw her?” 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Jones. I saw her. There’s no mistaking her. I’ve known her for as long as I’ve known Celia, and that’s too many years to count.” 
 
    Henrietta nodded and looked away. Suddenly too weak in the knees, she went and sat down on the sofa.  
 
    “Another redhead,” she said, sadly.  
 
    “Yes. I noticed that she had cut her hair and dyed it red.” 
 
    “Foolish girl. She was pregnant.” 
 
    “I know. Celia told me.” 
 
    “What about Peter?” 
 
    “Peter’s not dead, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “I thought they might have been kidnapped together,” Henrietta said. She was baffled. For the briefest moment, she had sensed the image of the young man, lying in a ditch alongside a nondescript country road outside of town, face bashed in, head lying in a puddle of dried blood. Nothing more than her imagination, then. 
 
    “The police think that it’s Peter who killed her.” 
 
    “That makes no sense. Did he kill those other women as well?” 
 
    “The police are considering that option.” 
 
    “But Charlie, you know him. Do you think he would be capable of murder?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Mrs. Jones. He’s not such a nice guy. Rosalie always preferred bad boys. Everyone warned her about Peter.” 
 
    “What will happen now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They’ll find him and arrest him, I suppose. And then, they’ll try to find out if he committed the other murders or not.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 47. Peter 
 
    “Was there a note pinned to her dress?” Alfred asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Because, you know that if there was no note, it wasn’t our serial killer but a copycat.” 
 
    “How do you mean, Mr. Jones?” 
 
    “That Peter killed her because she got pregnant, and made it look like the serial killer did it.” 
 
    Henrietta served coffee and sweet buns. She sat at the table with Alfred and Charlie but had no interest in following their conversation. She felt like the desire to continue living had abandoned her. She felt the waves of depression coming and going and was thinking about heading upstairs to her bedroom. She was finding it harder and harder to be interested in staying alive. All she wanted to do was sleep and sleep. Maybe never wake up. She pulled herself up from the table and walked out of the kitchen in a daze, but she turned around when she heard what the men were talking about. 
 
    “This time there are two witnesses, Mr. Jones. They both said—after being interrogated separately—that they saw a tall, very slender, very strange man carrying a soft leather briefcase, slinking away from the area of the crime.” 
 
    Henrietta gasped. Peter was tall and slender, but not strange looking. Her gaze traveled upward, and an ugly thought entered her mind. George Baxter was tall and slender, and he was strange looking. He also had a soft leather briefcase. 
 
    She began walking up the stairs. Automatically. She climbed them slowly, one by one, as if mesmerized. A tall, strange, slender man. She was going to ask him. She had to find out. 
 
    She had to hold on to the banister because her knees were shaking so badly. Had the lodger not moved in around the time of the first murder? Was he not in the habit of going out late at night? Could it be him? 
 
    There had been an awful fog, Charlie had said, but they were sure they had seen someone walk away with a bag, a briefcase. A tall, strange looking, very slender man. 
 
    On the second floor, Henrietta rested. Why would the killer carry a briefcase? Alfred had asked, and Charlie’s answer had made so much sense. What better place to put the murder weapon and whatever else he needed to commit the crime? 
 
    Henrietta shook her head. Her lodger was an honorable man, a gentleman. He would never commit such horrible acts. Besides, he seemed to hate women. Would he bother going out in the middle of the night to murder redheads just because he hated women? 
 
    Then she shuddered. She remembered how George Baxter had touched her hair and admiringly noticed that it was red. Oh dear, she thought. Will he be wanting to kill me next?  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 48. Confrontation 
 
    Terrified, but unable to control herself, she knocked on the lodger’s door and waited. She had to knock again and almost gave up when George Baxter opened the door. 
 
    “Mrs. Jones, Henrietta, what an unexpected surprise. Did I call you and don’t remember?” The lodger asked in a rather unfriendly tone. “You must know that I don’t like being interrupted when I’m working.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, and I’m so sorry. But I just had to tell you something.” 
 
    “Well, come in, then, come in and sit down. Tell me what’s troubling you.” 
 
    Henrietta stood in front of George Baxter, wringing her hands, and as he looked down at her with those penetrating dark eyes, she felt that her courage was deserting her. All she wanted to do was to turn around and run. 
 
    “Now you don’t look too good,” he said in a kinder tone, coming closer to her. “You must tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    “There’s been another murder,” she blurted out and began crying. 
 
    “No, no, it’s not possible.” George Baxter became agitated and walked away from her, walked back and forth, muttering to himself. Then he went back to her and grabbed her gently by the arms. 
 
    “Henrietta, you must come and sit down and tell me everything.” 
 
    “Another redhead, in the park, but this time it was a friend of Celia’s, my stepdaughter Celia’s. She was pregnant.” 
 
    Henrietta sat there, crumpled in a heap of misery, and George Baxter sat down next to her and held her, making soothing noises. He felt warm and kind, and he smelled good, and Henrietta found the comforting soothing.  
 
    She finally detached herself, aware of the awkwardness of the moment. She got up and walked to the door. She turned around and looked back at George Baxter, who had comforted her so kindly and felt foolish at having suspected him.  
 
    When he walked up to her and got so close to her that she could feel his breath on her eyelids, she stopped crying and looked up at his mysterious eyes. He smiled down at her and reached out with his hand. She allowed him to gently smooth down her hair and dry her tears. She smiled back. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 49. Intimacy 
 
    Alfred Jones, surprised by the wordless disappearance of his wife, chatted with Charlie for another few minutes, but then, unable to forget the look of distress on his wife’s face, got up, excused himself and went looking for her. 
 
    She wasn’t in the kitchen or in any of the downstairs rooms, so he mounted the steps, beginning to worry. He knocked politely on the bedroom door, but after getting no answer, he opened it and stuck his head in. Empty. Now he was getting worried. From there, he checked the bathroom and Celia’s room, and eventually, there was nowhere else to go. 
 
    Baffled, Alfred stood by the stairs, scratching his head. And then he heard her cry. It was very quiet, the cry. If he hadn’t been paying attention carefully, he would have missed it. And it was unmistakably her. He had to admit—sadly—that he knew her cry because he had heard it so often. 
 
    The sound seemed to come from upstairs, so he followed it. There was nothing on the next floor but empty rooms, and he went to them, opening them one by one and finding them empty. 
 
    There was only one place left where she could have gone. Here, her voice and that of another echoed in whispers, and he came to the startling conclusion that Henrietta was upstairs, crying with—and talking to—the lodger. 
 
    The blood froze in his veins. He didn’t know how he was supposed to feel about that, but it troubled him. Should he go and interrupt? Was this a private conversation? What a ridiculous notion, he thought, that his wife should have to go and cry on another man’s shoulder when he, the husband, was right there to console her. 
 
    He should have gone downstairs, but he couldn’t do that. He needed to see for himself that there was nothing going on upstairs that shouldn’t be seen, so he took the steps, slower than he wanted to, always listening, but unable to distinguish the words that were being said. 
 
    Finally, he took the last step and found himself on the landing, and he noticed that the attic door was open, and a cheerful light flooded through the open door into the darker hallway. 
 
    His hands began to shake, and his heart did somersaults. He had never felt like this before. He had never had reasons to feel like this before and wasn’t sure what to do, what to say, how to act. But he knew that he had to see for himself, even though he hadn’t been invited. 
 
    The scene that assaulted him was disturbing in its intimacy. Framed by the doorway, in a tableau of distressing secrecy, there stood Henrietta looking up at the lodger while too close for comfort, as he stood looming over her, gently wiping the tears off her face. 
 
    He cried out loud without noticing that he had done so, and the two figures—who had been completely lost in each other—both turned toward him, and he saw Henrietta’s eyes open in horror. 
 
    He ran to the steps, and he flew downstairs. In the living room, Charlie still sat politely waiting for him, playing with his phone. He stopped and looked at Charlie and debated whether he should say something or not. For now, all he could see was red behind his cornea, the red of anger and confusion. 
 
    He grabbed his coat and waving Charlie’s questions away, stepped out into the bitter cold. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 50. Alfred Runs 
 
    Henrietta panicked. Without a word to George Baxter, she took off after Alfred. She wasn’t thinking. There was nothing to think about, except that she knew that if she didn’t catch Alfred on time, something horrible would happen. 
 
    She should have shared her concerns with her husband, but she had been mesmerized by those deep dark eyes, and the aroma of wild adventure that emanated from the body of her lodger. She had never felt such danger, and she had never been so excited by it. But the moment that she faced the truth, her soul crumbled. She had but one husband. The rest had been a ridiculous dream. 
 
    Charlie was still sitting, scratching his head when Henrietta grabbed her coat. Within seconds she too was out the door, following Alfred, determined to find him before it was too late. 
 
    She looked around and saw him heading for the park. He was already on the other side of Ember Street. She ran and ran, calling out his name, but the honking of the angry cars that threatened to run her over drowned her voice, and he never looked back. 
 
    Henrietta ran on, pushing balloon vendors and people standing in lines for buses out of her way. The snow crunched under her feet, the sleet scratched her face, and the arthritis punished her knees to excruciating levels of pain, but she kept on. 
 
    Finally, she saw Alfred, collapsed on a park bench covered in frozen snow, his head on his arms, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Alfie, Alfie, I’m so sorry. We’ve got to talk,” she said, approaching him gently. 
 
    “No, Henrietta. We have nothing to talk about.” Alfred jumped up from the bench and pointed an angry finger at her. “I saw you,” he said. “I saw him caressing your face. I saw how you looked at him. Have you ever even looked at me in this way?” 
 
    “Alfie, listen. There’s something you must know. Let me tell you, and afterward, you can be as angry with me as you want.” 
 
    Alfred stared at her sullenly, but he finally sat back down and nodded. 
 
    “All right, tell me.” He crossed his arms on his chest defensively and waited. 
 
    “Alfie, I think he’s the killer,” she said simply. “I think he’s the serial killer.” 
 
    Alfred opened his mouth and stared at Henrietta. 
 
    “Yes, Alfred. Listen. I befriended him, yes, because I was sort of lonely. You’re always on another planet. And I’m sorry about that. But the better I got to know him, the stranger some of the things he did seemed to me.” 
 
    “But like what?” 
 
    “Well, he goes out in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with that, I don’t think.” 
 
    “No, but it feels wrong.” 
 
    “That’s no reason to accuse someone of murder,” Alfred reasoned. 
 
    “Well, no. But he’s also very strange.” 
 
    “It’s called being eccentric.” 
 
    “Yes, but listen, the killings started right after he moved in.” 
 
    “They did? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, of course I am. And then there are those notes pinned to the dead bodies. Accusing women. They’re horrible. George Baxter hates women.” 
 
    Alfred got up angrily. He paced in front of the frozen bench, shaking his head. 
 
    “I beg to differ,” he said. “I saw how he looked at you, how he touched your face. He didn’t seem like a woman-hater to me.” 
 
    “No, I know. And when I went upstairs to tell him of the last murder, I thought I would catch him looking guilty, but he surprised me. I was nervous because I was so scared of him, and I started crying. But I felt no guilt in him, only sadness and kindness.” 
 
    “Was that when he touched your face?” 
 
    “Yes, I think he was wiping my tears off.” 
 
    Alfred sat back down and put his head in his hands. Henrietta patted his back and continued to apologize. But Alfred kept moving away from her. 
 
    “Don’t expect me to be friends now, Henrietta. I’m very hurt.” 
 
    “Nothing happened, Alfie. I’m an old woman.” 
 
    “What you are is a silly woman. You haven’t even turned fifty yet. You’re not old at all.” 
 
    “Tonight, I feel like I was a hundred.” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Alfie. I’m not sure that he’s guilty anymore.” 
 
    “If we lose him, we’ll go hungry again.” 
 
    “I know. Oh, how I know.” 
 
    Henrietta sat silently next to her husband until she couldn’t take the cold any longer. 
 
    “We have to go back in. We’ll catch our deaths out here.” 
 
    Alfred nodded and allowed himself to be led away. As they waited for the light to turn green so that they could safely cross Ember Street at the zebra, Alfred said he had something to share as well. 
 
    “You know, Henrietta. All along I’ve been thinking that it could be Oscar.” 
 
    “Seriously? Is that why you haven’t visited with him these last few days?” 
 
    “Yes. After the second murder, we went to the back of the park, to the Hunting Lodge where they had found that young woman. Oscar was especially curious about the crime scene, so I allowed myself to be talked into going. But what I saw disgusted me so much that I haven’t been able to talk to him again.” 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    “The way he drooled with excitement when they brought the body out on a stretcher. We were quite far, but not far enough. That poor girl. One of the orderlies stumbled, and the sheet covering her body slipped. I saw her pretty face, and she had some gorgeous red hair, like yours was when I met you, and very long. It must have reached to her waist. And her arm was uncovered, and there were streaks of blood on it. It broke my heart. I thought of Celia, our child. But Oscar was so excited. He was relishing all the gory details. He even took pictures with his phone. It was appalling. He was panting with excitement. I can’t ever talk to him again.” 
 
    They were almost home when Alfred stopped and looked at her. 
 
    “Henrietta,” he said. “Your hair is still red.” 
 
    “I know, Alfie. I know.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 51. Funeral 
 
    Rosalie’s funeral brought Celia home, and for a few days, all other troubles were set aside and forgotten. Celia was so distraught that she became the center of everyone’s focus. 
 
    Henrietta comforted the child the best she could, did the cleaning, the cooking, and everything else she habitually did every day, but there was trouble in her soul. Without anyone to share her concerns with, she kept them within herself, where they festered. 
 
    At night, she tossed and turned, unable to calm her mind long enough to fall asleep. Alfred’s escapade the other night was never mentioned again, but it remained at the back of her mind like a worm, eating the heart of the apple, covertly, ugly and corruptive, and she kept revisiting the image of the man with the lead pipe, facing her husband, looking like he wanted to kill. 
 
    And there were other things. Oscar and the Hunting Lodge. The murders, yes, all those women with red hair, and of course the thought of poor, naïve, Rosalie, dead in a casket waiting to be buried. And Pierre, the boy she had loved, who now probably lay on an abandoned country road, the snow falling on his young dead face.  
 
    But none of that compared to the confusion in her heart. George Baxter—seemingly cold and aloof—gazing kindly at her with those magnetic dark eyes, and his fingertips, gently wiping away her tears. 
 
    The nights loomed unendingly. No matter what she tried, Henrietta was unable to sleep. All she had to do was close her eyes, to begin remembering that unforgettable feeling, his breath on her eyelids and his fingers brushing away her tears. Then she would toss about in torment some more. 
 
    Yet in the daytime, she pretended well. She often told herself that life was back to normal, but there was nothing further from the truth. And however, if any of the others noticed that something was amiss with her, they didn’t say. 
 
    And so, the day of the funeral dawned gray and drizzly. A bitterly cold wind blew through Ember Street, rattling windows and shutters, and threatening a storm. 
 
    Henrietta—fighting her depression and trying to focus on the job at hand—made sure that Alfie and the child were well bundled up and properly dressed before they set out for the church. Then they sat down to wait. 
 
    As she sat on the hard-backed chair by the fireplace and waited for Charlie to pick them up, Henrietta listened to the floors above with her eyes closed, hoping to at least hear the floorboards creak as the lodger walked around. She imaged him sitting in his place by the window, reading from her Bible, or eating the food she had prepared for him with so much care.  
 
    For the last few days, there hadn’t been any sign of George Baxter. He was eating his food. He always returned his tray empty to the side table outside of his door. Rent day came, and there she found the envelope with the full amount of cash due, one month’s advance, on the tray next to the empty plates. According to all appearances, it was—at least for him—life as usual. 
 
    Charlie picked them up an hour early. Henrietta was surprised when Celia asked to sit in the front seat of the car, with him. The moment she had feared had arrived. Was Celia falling for the young man? As she and Alfie sat back in their seats, Celia and Charlie chatted. A few times, Charlie patted the child’s hand and she didn’t withdraw it. Henrietta looked out of her window and tried not to think about such a bleak future. 
 
    The little church by the cemetery was packed, and as they sat there, more and more people kept crowding inside. Rosalie had many friends, and her parents were very much loved by the community. Had they not arrived early, they would have never been able to find a pew to sit in. 
 
    So many people had sent flowers and wreaths that the place smelled like  a flower shop, the asphyxiating smell of those white lilies, and the roses, and the gardenias, all making her nauseous. Two altar boys dressed all in white walked up the nave, carrying incense burners, swinging them on chains from side to side, letting the noxious smoke of the burning incense spread above the heads of the parishioners.  
 
    Henrietta’s eyes wandered about. She saw Rosalie’s grandmother get up from her seat in the front row and raise her arms toward Jesus on the Cross, and she felt embarrassed for the old woman. That was what people used to do in the old country, but not here, not in America. She watched the old woman wail. Two men tried to make her sit, but she tore herself away from their hands, suddenly cried out as if in pain, and fell in a dead faint on the flagstones. 
 
    The polite murmur suddenly got loud. People jumped up, ostentatiously to help Rosalie’s grandmother, but Henrietta—who had come to a sudden understanding of the human heart—knew it was curiosity and not compassion. 
 
    At that moment, the pallbearers began bringing in the white casket, covered with flowers, and as she turned her head following its progress, there stood George Baxter by a column. She watched him intently, but at that moment, the pallbearers and the casket passed in front of her eyes, blocking her view, and once they had moved on, he was no longer there. 
 
    Impatiently, she listened to the organist as she played some sad, sad songs, and then the choir sang. The preacher had some nice—but generic—words for the bereaved, and friends and family moaned softly as he spoke. Celia, crumpled next to her, sobbed with sorrow, and she held the child and her handkerchief. But all Henrietta could think of was running outside, to see if George Baxter were really there. Why had he come? 
 
    And then, it was all over. The parishioners filed out of the church in an orderly fashion, standing in line to give the family their condolences. 
 
    Outside, by the open grave, the drizzle had turned to snow, and the wind had picked up, blowing about frozen dead leaves and twigs. Those who had umbrellas opened them. Others who didn’t, huddled together the best they could to escape the worst of the falling snow. The poor preacher, really not dressed for this abominable weather, bravely said some words as he shivered. Finally, Rosalie’s mom told him to go back inside before he froze to death. 
 
    People threw flowers into the grave, on top of the white casket, and then slowly dispersed. But Celia wasn’t ready to go, so Henrietta stood by Alfred and Charlie to give her time. Grief would take longer than that to heal, Henrietta knew, and she wanted the girl to have enough time to say goodbye. 
 
    Henrietta had wished so much to see Peter there, still hoping that her vision had been a mistake and that he was still alive, somewhere out there, but he didn’t show. Surely his heart would have been broken to see his beloved—mother of his first child—dead so young. She remembered how vivid and full of details that quick image had been, of Peter lying dead by the side of a nondescript country road. But she didn’t want him dead. It wasn’t him who had hurt her child’s friend. 
 
    Her gaze traveled slowly around the wet, white, endless expanse that covered most of the crosses and tombstones, thinking about the gruesome peacefulness of death, when she thought she saw George Baxter again. And this time, she was sure. 
 
    “Wait here,” she told Alfred. “I think that’s the lodger. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She took off. The tall, slender man with a very long overcoat whose bottom part flapped in the wind, was also wearing that unusual rounded hat. Only one person could pull that bizarre look and still look respectable. She decided to follow. 
 
    Whether George Baxter knew or not that he had been seen, he never looked back. He walked fast, his long legs carrying him swiftly with ease, whereas Henrietta kept stumbling in the snow. 
 
    At the entrance to the cemetery, the peace from within was shattered by the sound of cars and motorcycles zooming by, and she saw people hurry back and forth, and afraid to lose George Baxter again, she renewed her efforts. One street over, right by the flower vendors, she caught up with him. She was so close that she could have touched his shoulder, when she heard a woman call George’s name out loud. 
 
    Startled, she stepped back. But George Baxter didn’t seem surprised at all. The woman, younger than him by a good ten years, tall and attractive, and well bundled in an expensive-looking winter coat, hurried to meet him and threw her arms around him. 
 
    Henrietta was rooted to the ground. George never saw her, even though she remained paralyzed in the middle of the street. He returned the younger woman’s embrace and told her something into her ear to which they both laughed out loud. Then, arm in arm, they happily walked away. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 52. Dead Bird Moving 
 
    Alfred helped Henrietta out of Charlie’s car, and they walked arm in arm toward the house, holding onto each other for dear life. The piles that had originally been snow had now melted and frozen numerous times over, and the pavement had become as slick as a death trap. 
 
    They mounted the stairs slowly, careful not to slip. Alfred took his glove off and put his hand in his pocket to retrieve the key, when he noticed something squirming in front of the door on the floor. 
 
    “Step back, Henrietta,” he said loudly, and he shot an arm out to hold her back. 
 
    “What is it, Alfie?” Henrietta asked, trying to get closer.  
 
    By then, Charlie and Celia had caught up with them and Charlie hurried up the steps to stand next to Alfred. 
 
    “It’s a dead bird, Mrs. Jones,” he said. Better stand back. 
 
    “But it’s moving,” Henrietta said. 
 
    “It just appears that way,” he answered, “because the wind is blowing its feathers.” 
 
    “Poor dear thing,” Celia said and got close too. “Look, there’s a note pinned to its feathers. What does it say?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Alfred quickly said and bent down to pull the piece of paper off the dead bird. Before anyone could say anything, he shoved the paper into his pocket and looked around with a rebellious and defying look, unwilling to be challenged. 
 
    Alfred looked at Charlie and the young man nodded. He had a feeling that Charlie had read the paper, but he knew that the young man wouldn’t rat him out. It was a guy thing. Men stuck together, stood up for each other. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about, Mrs. Jones and Celia. You all go on inside and I will take care of the bird. You go inside as well, Mr. Jones,” Charlie added, giving Alfred a pat on the back.  
 
    Inside, after Charlie washed his hands very well, they all sat down to drink coffee and discuss the funeral. Nobody mentioned the dead bird or the piece of paper, but that was all that Alfred could think about. “Give me my stuff back, or else…” the note had said, and Alfred knew exactly who had left it there and what they had meant by that. 
 
    But outwardly, he smiled and nodded, and sipped on his coffee, pretending to be having a normal time, all the while on the inside trying to figure out how he was going to get out of this mess. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 53. The Bottle Of Rum 
 
    Alfred closed the door behind Charlie and went straight to his stash of rum. The women were upstairs already. The lodger didn’t appear to be home, and he, Alfred, had a lot to think about. 
 
    First and foremost, there was the bundle of documents now safely stashed in the garage. It had been enormous luck that he had managed to hold on to them during the scuffle. As terrifying as it was that the lunatic had finally hunted him down and blackmailed him, just as frightening it was to know that he now had the upper hand but had no idea what to do with it. 
 
    A sensible man would go to the police. Pour his heart out, and let the professionals do the rest. He’d barely had the documents for a few days, and they were already tearing away at his soul. Would he actually be able to hold on to them for an extended period of time without going insane? 
 
    If he managed to remain alive, that was. He had to assume that his tormentor hadn’t changed his feathers, and he would be just as capable of murder as he always had in the past. 
 
    What bad luck. And here he had thought that he had moved so far away that nobody would ever find him. He took a long swig of rum. He wished he could confide in someone, but he had been carrying that shame around for so long that he didn’t feel like he could let go of it. 
 
    Alfred stuck his hand into his pocket and pulled out the piece of paper that had been pinned to the bird’s feathers. Then he picked up the morning paper where some surprisingly decent photographs of the murderer’s notes were displayed on the front page. 
 
    He placed his note next to the ones in the paper and stared at them for a while. At first sight, they were identical. Same type of paper, same Sharpie pen or similar marker. The letters also seemed to be the same, but he was no expert. A couple of the letters could be different.  
 
    What did that mean? Had his tormentor seen the notes in the newspaper just like he had and copied them? Or was he the murderer? If he hadn’t been out for revenge, he would be now. Was Henrietta’s life in danger? 
 
    He kept drinking the rum. He thought about his nemesis for a while, and then his thoughts veered to the lodger. He felt that he ought to tell the police about him. If what Henrietta told him was true, there was something wrong with the man.  
 
    Well, he couldn’t allow him to live in his home, but if they dismissed him, there wouldn’t be enough money to eat and they would be right back where they had been before.  
 
    Henrietta had flourished. He had been convinced that it was because she was eating well and had regained her faith in the future. But come to think about it, maybe Henrietta had taken a shine to the lodger, and that was what was putting color in her cheeks. That would explain why she had defended him. Did she truly believe him to be innocent? 
 
    Alfred put his head in his hands and closed his eyes. He couldn’t live like this. He had to send the man away. Allowing him to stay was like harboring a snake in his home. He could have a manly conversation with the lodger, but the thought terrified him. What did one say when confronting a man who one thought guilty of getting too close to one’s wife, but whose money one needed? 
 
    Another swig of rum just confused the issue even more, and Alfred got angry. He banged his fist on the table. He was the man of the house. He had his pride. First thing in the morning he was going to show this man the door. Or, alternatively, he would go to the police and tell them he was the killer. 
 
    He sat up straight in the chair. Now that was good. He liked the idea. He could kill two birds with one stone. Have the police remove the man, without him having to feel guilty about kicking him out and doing his civic duty. 
 
    Convinced that he had solved the problem and determined to head for the police station as soon as he opened his eyes in the morning, he had one more swig of rum. Then he hid his bottle and stumbled upstairs. He stopped by the bedroom door and thought about asserting his spousal rights and entering despite not having been invited. After all, it was his room as well. But he chickened out. It had already been a long, long day, and what he needed was a good night’s rest. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 54. Marlene 
 
    Alfred lay down on the sofa and closed his eyes. For a few minutes, alone in the narrow, hard, make-shift bed, it was easy to forget that he was a married man.  
 
    As he drifted off to sleep, he remembered her, Marlene, the beautiful Marlene, her long, wavy, auburn hair, her lovely slender body, and that smile, that smile that—almost like Helen of Troy—had nearly managed to unleash a catastrophe, so many years ago.  
 
    He hadn’t thought of her in years. He had tried so hard to forget her, and the sordid series of events that had caused so much heartache. Marlene, the beautiful Marlene. 
 
    He remembered the last time, strolling along the pier, arm in arm, talking about the future. Except he hadn’t wanted to talk about the future. She was always begging for a commitment, but he liked things the way they were: Marlene, safely tucked away in her husband’s home, and he, He, free to see her whenever his desires required her to be there with him. 
 
    She had begged him to help her. He writhed uncomfortably on the wrinkled sheets and tried to push the memories away. She had pleaded for her sanity, her life. Her husband had found out about the affair and swore to kill her, and all she wanted was to run away with him and be happy. Leave her abusive husband once and for all and be happy. Then, they walked back to her place where among sweaty sheets they made love, she, crying and he, Alfred, not caring that much at all about her sorrows. As usual, he enjoyed himself and was ready to turn to the wall to take a nap, when they heard the front door bang open and then shut. 
 
    Alfred twisted and turned in his misery. Was he guilty of her death? In a way, yes. He knew the husband was mistreating her and getting more abusive as time went by. He knew she was another man’s wife, and their affair was causing the husband to go wild with jealousy. Should he have done something about it? Probably. The problem was that he had never cared that much about her, to begin with. A fondness, yes, but it had been a desire to possess her more than anything. Once he had accomplished that, just a few moments of pleasure were all that was left. 
 
    Still, he could have saved her life, but at what cost? 
 
    Alfred turned toward the back of the sofa and allowed a few drunken tears to fall on Celia’s extra pillow. How on earth was he going to fix this? He shivered miserably under the thin quilt, but after a long, long while, mercifully, he fell asleep. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 55. The Walk In The Park 
 
    The Monday after the funeral dawned sunny, and Henrietta walked Celia to the train station so that she could get back to school. Then, not having any desire to go back home, she went to the park and sat down on her favorite bench. 
 
    It felt to Henrietta that things were coming to a head and that something was about to happen. This being able to sense things was new to her, and she didn’t quite yet trust feelings as such, but she could almost smell it. The end of harmony and the beginning of chaos. But where would it come from, and what shape would it take? 
 
    She sat there pensively, holding her coat tightly against her chest, trying to navigate the quagmire of her emotions when something did happen. George Baxter sat down next to her. 
 
    Startled out of her reverie, she looked up at George Baxter’s face—friendly today—and asked herself what he was doing there. 
 
    “I noticed that you followed me after the funeral. Why was that, Henrietta?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said simply. Her heart beat mercilessly in her chest as it always did when he looked at her like that. “I was curious, I suppose. Why did you go to the funeral?” 
 
    “I didn’t. I was there to put flowers on my mother’s grave. Then I saw you and Mr. Jones, and I became intrigued. Whose funeral was it?” 
 
    “Celia’s friend, the one I told you about.”  
 
    “Henrietta, will you look at me?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Aren’t we friends anymore?” 
 
    “Friends?” 
 
    “Yes. You seem to be moving away from me. You’re about to fall off the bench.” 
 
    Henrietta began to tremble and squirmed back onto the bench. This man had a strange effect on her. She was scared to look at him because of his mesmerizing eyes but she didn’t want to look away. Instead, she stared at her feet and at the ever-increasing puddle of melting snow in which they sat. 
 
    “Look at me, Henrietta,” the lodger said urgently. “I truly thought we were friends.” There was a sadness in his voice, but what could she do about it? 
 
    “I’m a married woman,” she said softly, still looking down. 
 
    “But we can still be friends, can’t we?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Mr. Baxter, I just don’t know.” 
 
    George Baxter stood up from the bench and stepped in front of her. When she finally looked up, he was smiling. 
 
    “Come on, Henrietta, let’s go for a walk.” He grabbed her hands and pulled her up. For a second, he was so close to her that she smelled his aftershave, and she inhaled. It was the moments like these that she cherished and that kept her tossing and turning in turmoil late into the night. She looked into his eyes. 
 
    But he seemed unaware of the moment and Henrietta sighed, unfulfilled. Holding one of her arms by her elbow, he guided her to the path. He walked fast, with those long legs, and Henrietta struggled to keep up. 
 
    “I feel that you have questions, Henrietta. Why not ask them?” 
 
    “I’m afraid of questions, Mr. Baxter. And I’m even more afraid of answers.” 
 
    The lodger chuckled. “Maybe I should ask the questions that I know are on your mind and then answer them for you. Would that help?” 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Baxter, you’re toying with me,” Henrietta said. 
 
    “Not at all, my dear. I’m trying to be helpful.” 
 
    Henrietta walked with her lodger, arm in arm, in silence for a while, holding on to him tightly whenever the ground got slippery, and even though he had offered to ask questions, he never did, so she waited. Finally, he stopped by the frozen fountain and turned toward her. 
 
    “A very long time ago, Henrietta, I was a happy child. I had a mother and a father, and several siblings. We went to school during the week, and to the park and the zoo and to eat ice-cream on the weekends. We were a very happy family. 
 
    “Then, something happened. I was very young, as I told you, and I don’t remember much. But one day. Mom and dad didn’t come home. Instead, Aunt Ada came, angry, looking all put out for her troubles, to pick us up from school.  
 
    “As far as I can remember, she rounded us up from the kindergartens and elementary school and we were taken to the church. The same one we used to go to on Sundays. Then, she left us there. Aunt Ada was a treasure. I never did see her again. 
 
    “Father Perry was a kind priest, and he kept us at his own home until we were taken in by random families and separated. I barely remember my siblings, but I’ve spent my entire life looking for them. And would you believe it? I just found my little sister. She lives just a few blocks from here.” 
 
    “Is that the young woman you met after the funeral?” Henrietta asked but bit her tongue knowing that she shouldn’t have asked. 
 
    George Baxter laughed out loud. “So, you were curious about her. I knew it. I noticed that you were following me. Yes. She’s my sister. She doesn’t quite remember me, but I’ve found some photographs in the public library from when the parents died. There was a news article asking for witnesses to something—anything, with photographs of all of us. Her adoptive parents took many pictures of her around that time and she recognized herself.” 
 
    “Does she have any idea what happened?” 
 
    “No. Sadly not. Nor have I found my other sister or my brother. But I have time. I have the rest of my life to find them. And I’m never going to give up until I do.” 
 
    “I have a question, Mr. Baxter.” 
 
    “Tell me, my dear.” 
 
    “You seem to have plenty of money. I mean, you don’t look like a pauper. Your clothes are nice, and you always have more than enough for the rent.” 
 
    “It’s true. I’m quite well off. But why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Well then, why did you move to my humble house into that rundown attic if you have enough money to live in your own home?” 
 
    George Baxter turned toward Henrietta and grabbed her arms ever so gently, and he looked kindly into her eyes. 
 
    “That’s a very long story, my dear,” he said, “but you see, like you, my mother had red hair.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 56. Arrested 
 
    Henrietta and her lodger had just turned the corner of #9 when she noticed that two police cars were parked right in front of her house. She had a horrible sense of foreboding when she saw Alfred—standing at the top of the front steps next to Charlie—talking to an officer. 
 
    What her mind didn’t know, her heart felt, and she turned to George Baxter and told him to run. 
 
    “There’s something wrong. You must get out of here. Now.” She shoved him, trying to make him move, but he just stood there, staring at her. 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why should I run?” 
 
    “Because I have a feeling.” 
 
    “What feeling, Henrietta? Don’t stare at me like that. Speak up.” 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Baxter, they might think that you're the serial killer.” 
 
    “What serial killer? The one that killed Celia’s friend? Are you insane?” 
 
    “Please, go. I think the police are here for you.” 
 
    “Henrietta, what have you done?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Nothing. Nothing. Please get out of here before it’s too late.” 
 
    All the while that Henrietta was trying to convince George to run, she was watching from the side of her eyes how Alfred was pointing in their direction, and how two burly officers took off at a steady jog to reach them. 
 
    “Mr. Baxter, if you don’t leave now, you’ll be in trouble.” 
 
    “What, Henrietta? Did you think I was the murderer, and so you ratted me out?” 
 
    Henrietta shook her head with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Tell me, Henrietta, did you think I would be capable of doing harm to another human being?” 
 
    She kept shaking her head, but the policemen had arrived, and they cuffed the lodger’s wrists and hauled him roughly away. She watched as they shoved her lodger into the patrol car and she watched as they slowly drove away, and all that time, it was his eyes that tore at her heart. He had looked so hurt, so confused.  
 
    Why hadn’t she trusted him? Why had she told her husband those absurd things that she knew deep down were impossible to believe? Because she had been caught in a compromising situation, and that so-called pouring out of her heart had been her looking for an excuse for her behavior, one she hoped would make Alfred forgive her for having been in the arms of another man. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 57. Gloating 
 
    She hurried up the stairs. Alfred and Charlie were gloating, getting congratulations from one of the policemen. 
 
    “There, Henrietta,” Alfred said, sounding pretty pleased with himself, “now we’ll be able to live in peace and quiet.” 
 
    “What did you do, Alfred?” 
 
    “Just my civic duty. I went to the police station first thing this morning and talked to Charlie’s friend, the Captain. I told him what you told me. They're quite satisfied that they have their man.” 
 
    “Oh, how could you? What if he’s innocent?” 
 
    “Nah, he isn’t. I’ve never liked him from the first day I lay my eyes on him.” 
 
    “But you liked his money, didn’t you, you hypocrite?” 
 
    “I won’t deny it, woman. I was glad to have better food on my table.” 
 
    “Your table, Alfred? It’s always about you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Come on, don’t be like that.” 
 
    “How would you like me to be? Not only have you sent an innocent man to jail, but again we have no money for food.” 
 
    “We’ll survive.” 
 
    “Oh, will we? How? Will you be getting a job, then? Because all this time that George Baxter has been here, I’ve worked myself to exhaustion. I’ve climbed those stairs to the attic, two, three times a day, carrying heavy trays of food upstairs, and trash downstairs. And not only once did you offer to help. So, you tell me how you’re going to solve this.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 58. The Yellow Jeep 
 
    Thursday night, two weeks later, an ugly yellow jeep with oversized wheels screeched to a sudden halt at the front door. Henrietta, who was just taking out the trash, got the shock of her life. Celia jumped cheerfully out of the jeep and ran to Henrietta, followed by the young man who had been driving. 
 
    “MOM, surprise,” Celia chuckled, giving Henrietta an enormous hug. “What are you doing out here this late at night?” 
 
    “Throwing out the trash, my dear.” 
 
    “Isn’t dad supposed to do that?” 
 
    “We’re not talking anymore. The downside is that he now refuses to even throw the trash out.” 
 
    “Oh, MOM, that’s terrible. Whatever happened?” 
 
    “He called the police on George Baxter, who’s now in jail.” 
 
    “Nice Mr. Baxter? Why did he do that?” 
 
    “Because he’s convinced that Mr. Baxter is the serial killer.” 
 
    “The one that killed my friend Rosalie?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, that’s nonsense. I’ll have a talk with him.” 
 
    “Good luck with that. In the meantime, the poor man’s in jail.” 
 
    “Poor, nice, Mr. Baxter. Oh, look, mom, this is Johnny Huerta, a friend from school. He gave me a ride to keep me safe.” 
 
    Henrietta raised her eyebrow at the young man. “Nice to meet you, Johnny Huerta, but this is a safe neighborhood.” 
 
    “Not anymore, Mrs. Jones. We just heard. There’s been another murder,” the young man said. 
 
    “Yes, mom, and that proves that Mr. Baxter can’t be the killer because he’s sitting in jail. You better go see him and tell him.” 
 
    “Go where, to the jail?” 
 
    “Yes. Why not? It’s just a couple of blocks from here. I can go with you. or both Johnny and I can go, so you’re not scared.” 
 
    Henrietta stared at the kids with her brows scrunched. Celia was right. With the lodger in jail, it was someone else who had committed the new murder. 
 
    “What do you know of this murder, Johnny Huerta?” she asked. 
 
    “Not much, ma’am. Woman in her forties, well dressed, had a puppy with her who was also killed. The newspaper says that the police are baffled. They have no leads, no clues, no new ideas.” 
 
    “Tell me one thing, Johnny Huerta. Was she a redhead?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, she was.” 
 
    “Oh, dear.” Henrietta swept aside a lock of her now-faded red hair to the side and decided that it was time that somebody did something. 
 
    “Don’t stand outside, kids. Apparently, it’s not safe. I just made some amazingly tasty chicken stew. Go to the kitchen and eat. I must go to my room and do some thinking.” 
 
    Henrietta nodded to herself and ascended the steps. Like an automaton, she headed upstairs, to her own room. Alfred never went in there anymore. It was her domain now. 
 
    She thought she heard Alfred call her, but she wasn’t sure. Her mind was elsewhere. She had greater things to worry about. Tonight, she was going to search for inspiration, and tomorrow, she would get down to solving these horrendous crimes herself because everyone else seemed unable to do so. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 59. The Argument 
 
    When she came down to the kitchen in the morning, Celia and her father were bickering. Even from upstairs, you could hear the argument, the yelling.  
 
    “What’s going on, you two?” Henrietta asked. 
 
    “Father is angry that I don’t like Charlie. I mean, I like him, but not that way.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with that. You’re supposed to like the person who touches your heart. Right, Alfred?” 
 
    “I don’t know, woman. Charlie is such a nice guy. Why can’t Celia date him?” 
 
    “I beg to differ, dad,” Celia cut in, waving her hands. “He’s not that nice. He’s too pushy. He wants things I don’t. He isn’t educated, and he doesn’t have a job. What does he live on, anyway? Probably doing something illegal.” 
 
    “Don’t be rude, Celia. He’s a good boy. You should give him a chance.” 
 
    “No way, dad. I have the right to choose the person I will date. This is not the Middle Ages anymore. Anyway, I don’t understand why you insist on me dating him. You’re as pushy as he is.” 
 
    Alfred, visibly losing his patience stood up and took a step toward the young woman, and Henrietta—knowing what was coming—quickly stepped in front of the child. 
 
    “You know, Alfred, I too would like to know why you're promoting this Charlie business. Do you owe him a favor, I wonder?” 
 
    “How dare you disrespect me? Ever since that lodger moved into the house everything has been turned upside down. You never used to talk to me like this. Nor did she, for that matter,” he said, pointing angrily at Celia. 
 
    “Oh, knock it off, you foolish old man,” Henrietta said. “At this point, nobody cares what you think. Leave Celia alone. She’s a good girl. And I have to go out. It’ll be a long while. There’s chicken stew left over from last night in case you get hungry.” 
 
    She heard Alfred’s angry roar, but she was becoming good at ignoring him. She put her snow boots on and grabbed her coat. She made sure there were a pen and a notebook in her purse and slammed the front door without ever looking back. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 60. Determination 
 
    Henrietta stared at the Police Station from across the street. She had pretended to feel brave, but she admitted to herself that she was intimidated. 
 
    The station didn’t appear to be too big, but there was at least a half dozen patrol cars in front of it and the parking lot next door. One scary looking vehicle had its rotating headlights on. As she walked by it, she noticed that the driver—in police uniform—was talking earnestly to someone, and she repressed a chuckle when she saw that it was an enormous German Shepherd, who stared at the man attentively, head to one side, tongue lolling as if it understood what the driver was telling him. 
 
    That broke the ice, and Henrietta smiled as the tension in her back melted away. It was going to be okay, she knew. 
 
    She pushed the front door open and, instead of the type of large communal room that she had expected, she found herself facing a desk in a small room, where a woman officer with big curly hair listened patiently to the handful of people in front of her.  
 
    She stood in line and waited. When it was finally her turn, she hesitated, and she suddenly didn’t know what to say. But the woman officer was kind, and as patient with her as she had been with the others, and finally, Henrietta managed to tell her that she was there to visit one of the prisoners. She had something for him. And she showed the newspaper with the headline of The Fifth Victim. 
 
    “He can show this to his lawyer, and they will know that he had an alibi and is innocent.” 
 
    “Very well. You can stay until noon when visiting hours are over. Have you ever been here before?” 
 
    Henrietta blushed. “No, never,” she said, feeling terribly embarrassed. 
 
    “There’s nothing to it,” the officer said, in a soothing voice. “Go through that door. You’ll have to pass your bag through an x-ray machine, like the ones at the airport. They will show you to the yard, where the prisoners walk about until noon.” 
 
    “Is it safe?” Henrietta asked, clutching her pearls. 
 
    “Absolutely. We don’t have any dangerous criminals here. They must not really believe that your friend is a murderer. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be here.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 61. Prisoner 
 
    The enclosed area where the prisoners enjoyed their freedom looked more like a schoolyard than a jail, except for the double row of chicken wire strung over the fence. 
 
    She recognized her lodger from afar. He was strolling with his head down, his hands clasped behind his back, seeming to be deep in thought. 
 
    For a second, she wondered what right she had to be here, what had she been thinking about, and almost turned back, but at that moment, George Baxter lifted his head and saw her. There was such a big welcoming smile on his face as he waved and hurried toward her, that Henrietta decided to stay and give things a try. This was definitely a new Henrietta that she barely recognized. 
 
    “My dear Mrs. Jones,” he said and grabbed her shaking hands, “what on earth are you doing here?” 
 
    “I bring you news.” 
 
    “Good ones, I hope. Come, follow me. My favorite bench is empty, and we can sit down and talk.” 
 
    She followed him to a corner of the enclosure, very self-conscious of the looks she was getting. Several prisoners had visitors, a couple of them pregnant women, but none as old as her.  
 
    As if George Baxter had read her mind, he told her to ignore the curious looks, and they finally settled in a cozy corner where they could talk in private. 
 
    “You look well, Mr. Baxter. I thought I would find you starved and mistreated, but I see they’ve taken good care of you.” 
 
    “I can’t complain.” 
 
    “I could have sworn that you were being accused of murder, but I was told at the entrance that only more or less harmless people are kept in here.” 
 
    “Yes, initially, there were hints of accusations, but they soon realized that I have quite good alibis.” 
 
    “So why are you still here?” 
 
    “The judge is on vacation. They told me that I had to remain a guest of the department until he comes back.” 
 
    “Well then, my news will have very little importance for your future. Look.” Henrietta handed him the newspaper and he read the whole front page while she waited and glanced at him. He looked well indeed. She had never seen him in blue jeans, but they suited him well. His blue denim shirt with rolled-up sleeves and the logo of the Correctional Dept brought out a masculinity in him that made her very aware of feelings she didn’t know she had any longer, and she approached him ever so slightly, sliding an inch or two toward him on the bench, wanting to be closer to him, to see if he smelled like soap. Then, ashamed, she pulled back.  
 
    “I don’t know what to do,” the lodger—who didn’t seem to have noticed anything—said. “He just keeps on killing, and I have no idea how to stop him.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Mr. Baxter?” 
 
    “I mean that if you don’t start calling me George, I’ll have to ask the guard to send you home.” 
 
    “But what did you mean?” 
 
    “Oh, Henrietta, this is such a long story that I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    “At the beginning, probably.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose so. Well, so I was adopted. I told you that already. I had no more contact with my aunt Ada, nor did I ever see my siblings again. My new parents were good to me. They sent me to school, then to college, and then they died, my adoptive mom in a car accident, and I think her husband of sorrow.” 
 
    “Oh, how sad, another set of parents dead.” 
 
    “Yes, imagine my sorrow. I loved them dearly. They were the only parents I had actually ever had. But then, it turns out that they had a lot of money saved, and life insurance, and I was their only child, so I suddenly became rich. I hadn’t thought much about my biological parents during my college years because I was busy growing up, and life gets in the way, but as soon as I had all that money in my hands, I realized that now I would have the means to look for my siblings and to find out what had happened to my parents. 
 
    “But I found nothing. It was terribly disappointing. All the information the private detective had managed to unearth was that my father had been in the armed forces. That was it.  
 
    “Now—as you must already know—I’m a very stubborn man.” Henrietta laughed to herself, and the lodger grabbed her hands.  
 
    “Henrietta, before I go on, I have to tell you why I picked your house. I think that’s the house where I grew up. I had spent years trying to piece my first childhood together. Then, one day I came across the words Ember Street, and something clicked. I remembered. After that, it was just a matter of finding the right house.” 
 
    “Couldn’t have been easy. All the houses on that street look alike.” 
 
    “You’re right, my dear, but one night I had a dream about my father touching one of the bricks by the door, and I woke up knowing.” 
 
    “Knowing what?” 
 
    “One of the bricks on the left side of your front door has a dragon serpent carved into it. It’s so old and worn down now that you can barely tell. But that brick is different from all the others. As I walked up and down your street trying to pick out my original home I never could see the dragon serpent, until you turned that outdoor light on, the one above the renting a room sign, and as the light fell on the door and the bricks to the left of it, I saw the dragon serpent. The same one from my dreams. I rushed up to the front door and felt that carving with my fingertips, just like my father had done every day of his life, and I knew. So, I rang the doorbell.” 
 
    “And was that why you had no suitcase?” 
 
    “Exactly. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision. I had to move to your house.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “To look for clues, of course. My mother used to cry in the attic, and I remember that very well. What was she doing up there? Why was she crying? Does it have anything to do with the way she vanished?” 
 
    The lodger was still holding her hands tight when the guard’s whistle blared, and the visitors were ordered to leave. 
 
    “Oh, no, it’s too soon,” Henrietta complained. “I didn’t have time to tell you what I came for. I’m determined to find the killer. I was supposed to ask you to help me come up with a plan of action. But now we’re out of time. What can I do?” She pulled her hands out of George Baxter’s and put them in front of her eyes. “I can’t take the horror of any more murders, and the police are so inept, they're just going to let this abomination continue, and they will never find the killer.” 
 
    “Then help me find the clue in the attic. There has to be something up there. Because I’m convinced that these murders have something to do with my mother’s disappearance.” 
 
    “But how’s that possible?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I feel it in my guts. There’s a lot more that I must tell you. Come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I really don’t.” Henrietta looked at her shoes and did some furious thinking. The guards were already approaching them. They were the only ones left in the yard. 
 
    “Come on, Henrietta, let’s work on this together. Maybe you can figure out what I missed. Go to my room. Find that clue and come back tomorrow and tell me what you found.” 
 
    Henrietta watched the guard lead George Baxter away and wondered if she would have the courage to come back the next day. In the meantime, it wouldn’t hurt to do a little snooping in the attic. She was already dying of curiosity anyway. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 62. Curiosity 
 
    Henrietta walked home slowly, pensively, thinking about George Baxter and her promise to find a clue.  
 
    Spring was finally in the air, and the sun shone cheerfully, making the un-melted piles of old snow sparkle like diamonds. But it gave her no pleasure. She had too much on her mind.  
 
    The wind blew miserably cold, and she shivered in her thick wool coat.  
 
    She had to admit that for the first time in her life, she was afraid, really afraid. All that talk of murder and redheads had made her paranoid. It had been easy to boast about solving the murders when she had been safely standing next to the lodger. But the reality was a whole different kettle of fish. She was alone now.  
 
    She picked up her pace, desperate to get home. She crossed over to the River Walk, which would make her feel safer as it was always full of people. She would walk a couple of blocks, turn right where the shops were—the long, busy, dark alley full of stores that everyone called Market Street—and then turn left on Ember. She would be home within fifteen minutes. 
 
    She walked self-consciously, aware of her surroundings. Every person who got close to her or bumped into her made her jump. And the more she thought about it, the more scared she became. She was terrified of the killer. She envisioned what she thought he did to his victims, what he would do to her if she became one of them, and she wanted to scream in terror. He probably tortured them. The sick, cruel bastard probably enjoyed inflicting pain. Those poor women must have died alone, terrified, and in unbearable agony. And she could be next.  
 
    Henrietta wanted to run home, but the River Walk was full of pedestrians, and so the going was slow. It was just one of those days. She tried to tell herself that there was safety in numbers, but the thought didn’t comfort her. Her heart was full of despair. At any moment, she expected a knife thrust to her ribs, a few words of menace and a threat to be kidnapped. What would she do? Would she be brave enough to run? Or would she stand there paralyzed, like the foolish old woman that she was? 
 
    Once or twice she could have sworn that she was being followed, and she darted quick glances behind her, her heart beating wildly with sudden panic, but she never spotted anyone who looked questionable. No suspicious-looking men in trench coats, no Dick Tracy hats, no dark glasses. Nobody like that seemed to be following her. 
 
    You see, she told herself, you’re imagining things, and you need to quit panicking. There’s nobody there. 
 
    She turned at the line of shops and quickly glanced behind her. At least a dozen people crossed the street with her, but they all mainly ignored her. And yet, the sensation of being followed persisted. At one point, the feeling got so strong that she ducked into a grocery store full of customers and hid behind the glass doors. From there she watched the people passing by, the wave of shoppers, of pedestrians—men and women—and she breathed with relief when none of them looked her way.  
 
    She walked slower now, somewhat reassured. This was her part of town. She was close. She knew all the shops in this dark alley, and she felt safe. At the end of the alley, she would turn left and be home.  
 
    She watched her reflection in the dusty shop windows avidly, curious, wondering what she would do if she actually caught someone following her. What would she do? Turn around and confront the person? And say what? Demand an explanation? Refuse to be kidnapped? Henrietta had no idea. 
 
    As she turned left on Ember Street and left the shops behind, she saw her house down the street and was comforted that she was almost home. She felt a little embarrassed. It wasn’t like her to be such a coward, but all this talk of murder had made her uneasy. As long as it had been young women, she had managed to distance herself from the murders, but the last victim had been in her forties. Had the killer moved on to older women? Did he or she even care about the victim’s age? The only common denominator was the hair. How many more redheads were there left in town? And when the killer ran out, would it be her turn? 
 
    She shivered as a cold gust of wind ruffled her scarf. She’d heard that there would be another snowstorm in a few days, and distracted by that thought, she reminded herself that she would have to buy some eggs and milk before it arrived. You never knew how many days you would be stuck in the house—snowed in—especially if the storm turned out to be very bad. She had to make sure there was enough food. 
 
    Quickly, she turned around and hurried back to the alley. The grocery store was still open, and completely forgetting that just seconds earlier she had been desperate to get home, she began making—in her mind—a shopping list.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 63. Foreboding  
 
    She saw the ugly yellow jeep in front of the house and young Johnny Huerta leaning against the passenger door, his arms crossed. 
 
    “Good morning, Mrs. Jones. Waiting for Celia,” the young man said. “We’re heading back to school.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a very long weekend, was it, Johnny?” 
 
    “No, but it was better than nothing. And at least I have company for the road.” 
 
    “Well, with things as they are, I’m glad Celia is far away.” 
 
    “And she’s safe with me, Mrs. Jones. I won’t let any harm come to her.” 
 
    A shiver of foreboding ran through Henrietta’s body as she looked at the wholesome-looking young man, and Celia alone on the road with him for hours. 
 
    “Is that a promise, Johnny?” 
 
    “I swear to you, ma’am, on my grandmother’s grave, that I’ll protect her from any harm. You can rest easy.” 
 
    Henrietta nodded uneasily. She knew there was nothing she could do. There was no way she could forbid Celia from doing whatever she wanted, especially not on a—most probably—baseless feeling. 
 
    “Drive carefully then,” she said, and, holding to the rails, she climbed the front steps and entered the house. George Baxter’s house. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 64. George Baxter’s house 
 
    It was strange. Her familiar home, one in which she had lived half of her life was suddenly not really hers anymore. This was another person’s home, and a woman she had never heard of before had cried in the attic night after night before she had disappeared forever. 
 
    She passed Alfred in the kitchen and said a curt hello, and then she passed Celia coming down from her bedroom with her backpack, and she gave the girl a big, worried hug. 
 
    “Nothing is the same anymore, my child. So, you have to promise me that you’ll be prudent and take good care of yourself.” 
 
    Celia shed a quick tear and hugged her. 
 
    “Please don’t worry, mom,” she said. “Johnny will take care of me. He knows about the murders and swore that he would never let anyone hurt me.” 
 
    Henrietta nodded and kept on walking up the stairs. Celia had come and gone randomly ever since she had started college a few towns over, always needing to come back home periodically, to see her family, her room, and her friends. She wasn’t the kind of kid who had wanted to get away from her parents, as far as she could.  
 
    So, Henrietta kept on climbing the stairs. After a loud bye, y’all echoed up to where she was standing, and after the front door was vigorously slammed, the house became as quiet as a mausoleum. All the snow that had fallen the night before muted the sounds that usually came from outside, the honking of the horns, the sirens of police cars, the ambulances.  
 
    Upstairs, in the attic, all was as it had been left by her lodger, over two weeks earlier. Even the last tray of food had been forgotten on the small side table. In a daze, Henrietta looked at it. The remnants of breakfast had begun decaying on the plate, and the last sip of coffee had dried up, leaving a rim of hardened foam, greenish, like rotting puke. 
 
    She stood in front of the closed door, uncomfortable at the thought of intruding, even though she had been inside before, in secret. But today was different. Today she had the permission to go inside and—like a voyeur—examine the lodger’s belongings, touch them and smell them if she wanted. 
 
    And look for a clue. 
 
    Her hand went up to the doorknob, and she hesitated. The house was so very quiet, and the sense of foreboding so strong. But there was no point in waiting. She would have to go in, sooner or later. 
 
    When was it that she had been there, uninvited? Must have been over a month ago. She turned the handle and entered. 
 
    She found the room organized, the bed made, and the rough table turned into a desk, a sleek laptop sitting opened, the keyboard covered in dust. A pile of books sat next to the laptop, including her Bible, neatly closed with a dozen or so strips of paper marking pages.  
 
    Other than that, everything was the same, except for a photograph, obviously a new one, on the fireplace, of the lodger and the young woman—his young sister—smiling at the camera. The frame seemed expensive, and so did the laptop, as well as the fancy leather boots by the door, and everything else in the room. 
 
    She marveled at how easily she had been fooled and wondered if she was still living in the lie. Was George Baxter still deceiving her? Could he be the murderer after all? If he was so clever, he would have the ability to fool the local police, who were obviously not so bright. And within a few days, he would be allowed to walk out of his prison cell, free to kill again. What would happen then? 
 
    In the overwhelming silence, she walked around, worried, thinking about clues, touching his things. What would a clue be? What would it look like? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 65. The Clue 
 
    The floorboards creaked under her feet and scattered little motes of dust floated in the air. A weak winter sun poured through the windows, creating an ambiance of silence and loneliness. Whatever had happened in this attic so many years ago, it had left a ghost of sorrow and sadness behind. 
 
    She thought of the lodger’s mom, young and troubled about something, walking around in the attic, crying with despair. She thought of the creaking of the floorboards. Did her family, did the children, the husband, hear her pace? Did anyone think to come and check on her? 
 
    Maybe only little George had cared enough or had noticed enough. She imagined him a young child, standing quietly by the door—feeling troubled—his ear against the thin wood, listening, trying to understand what was wrong, why his mother was crying. 
 
    But it was the mom that she had to try to understand, not the child. Whatever happened to her, whatever had made her cry and eventually disappear, it was here, in this place that she had allowed herself to weep silently, perhaps behind her husband’s back, up here where the children couldn’t hear her cry. 
 
    Henrietta walked about, pretending to be her. I’m distraught, she told herself. I pace up and down the attic in despair because I have a problem that nobody must know about. I don’t tell my husband. Why? Because it will hurt his feelings, like an affair? Or because it can ruin him? Or am I scared of someone? I’m crying because I have a terrible secret that I can’t share with anyone, not even my own husband. Is it my husband that I’m scared of? And if I have a terrible secret, do I have something that must be hidden? 
 
    Henrietta continued pacing. The armoire. If I had to hide something, it would be in the armoire. Everyone knows that armoires have hidden spaces.  
 
    Henrietta had heard from her grandmothers that before banks existed, people of means had hid their valuables like jewelry, extra money, or secret papers, in cleverly concealed hiding spaces inside the furniture, or behind secret panels that nobody else knew about. 
 
    The armoire in the attic—that had once been quite dilapidated from old age—shone with freshly-applied wood oil, revealing that it was still quite lovely. It must have been George Baxter that had lovingly polished it to a shine. 
 
    She walked over to the cabinet and passed her hands over it, caressing the lovely workmanship, wondering where a secret panel could be hidden. When Alfred and she had bought the house, it had already been there, old and fragile-looking, probably not worth moving—they had thought—so that they had left it there, where it was. Would it have been in the same place when George Baxter had been a little boy? Was it in this precious armoire that the lodger’s mother had hidden her secrets? 
 
    There was only one way to find out. Henrietta rolled up her sleeves and got to work. She measured, she pressed, she poked and prodded, but the armoire seemingly had no hidden secrets. 
 
    Frustrated, she sat down on the edge of the bed. She tried to think back. All the rest of the furniture in the attic had been hers: the antique table and chair, the night table, the bed that Alfred had carried up from downstairs. She had brought all of them with her when she had gotten married. And the attic had been empty then. Only the armoire had come from the previous owners. 
 
    But that was not quite true, was it? A distant memory popped up in her mind. There used to be a chair, a sitting chair, a comfortable, plush, well-stuffed dark blue armchair, when they had first moved in. And where was that chair now? She didn’t remember them ever having thrown it out.  
 
    As she gave it some thought, she walked over to the window and watched the traffic for a while, and the people crossing the street, jaywalking as usual, and the hot dog vendor under the big tree at the entrance of the park. And then she noticed that one figure, completely bundled in some nondescript dark gray coat and beanie hat, leaning against the lamppost, was staring up toward the window where she stood. 
 
    Henrietta jumped back and clutched her throat. Was that man watching her house? Was he watching her?  
 
    She stepped out from behind the curtain and slowly approached the window. She peeked out from the corner of it and quickly looked at the lamppost, but the man wasn’t there anymore. 
 
    What did that mean? Was he gone, or had he never been there?  
 
    With a big sigh, she went back to her previous thoughts about the dark blue chair. If it wasn’t in the attic, where could it be? 
 
    Then, she remembered. It was downstairs.  
 
    The story under the attic was abandoned after her mother-in-law died there. By a silent general consensus, everything had been left as it was once her body was carried away, and studiously avoided ever since.  
 
    The horrible woman had ruled her empire from that floor, terrorizing everyone who ever made the mistake of trying to be nice to her. Henrietta rarely visited her mother-in-law who never forgot to tell her how her Alfie had married down. Never mind that it had been her, Henrietta’s inheritance money that had purchased the house. She still insisted that her useless son deserved someone better. So, very quickly, Henrietta got out of the habit of trying to befriend her and avoided the old woman at all costs.  
 
    She descended the one flight of stairs and crossed the hallway, turning on the chandelier and the other lights as she went. It was an abysmally large and creepy place, and she hated it. The old woman’s walker was still propped against one wall, and her things, her knick-knacks filled every inch of space on top of tables, in corners, her hated multicolored sofa pillows that were rotting away, eaten by the dust, her smell. In all the years, her smell had never gone away. No wonder she had avoided coming up here like the plague. 
 
    It was at that moment that Henrietta grasped the full scope of the unhappiness of those long-gone years. When things needed to be done, she had done them without complaining. When ugliness needed to be confronted, she had dealt with it graciously, without dwelling upon it too deeply, and slowly, all the unkindness and hostility had dried up her soul and turned her into this bitter, short-tempered, disappointed woman.  
 
    What happened to the fun-loving friendly young woman who had moved into this house, ready to be happy and raise a family of her own? Well, her mother-in-law happened. She moved in with them when she got sick and spent the rest of her life turning Henrietta’s youth into a living hell. The old woman had delighted in causing pain and discord. Sitting in that nasty wheelchair, day in and day out, with her words her most brutal weapon, she had perfected the art of inflicting verbal pain. 
 
    And with that, it dawned on Henrietta that Alfred had never stood up against his mother to defend her. The truth hit her as if someone had punched her. Alfred, the coward, had never defended her against that monster. He had allowed the abuse to go on around him for years, all the while he continued to read his books and his newspapers like nothing was wrong. Ignoring her suffering. 
 
    Henrietta stood in front of the closed door, fighting back the nausea that had taken hold of her. She turned the knob, but the door was stuck. She pushed it with her shoulders, over and over again, until it banged open. A weak light filtered through the rotting curtains. This had been the long-suffering maid’s room. She shuddered with disgust. Everything was covered in cobwebs and dust, but the bed had been made—and abandoned—and the trash can was empty. There was no dark blue armchair. 
 
    She pushed open the second door and recoiled with a pang of bad memories. This had been the woman’s bedroom. From here she had governed the unhappy people around her with insults, yells, and threats. Her IV Fluids stand still stood there, undaunted—as a forever reminder of a presence gone but not forgotten—and her pictures, completely covered with dust, sat on the mantel. There was no dark blue chair, and she quickly closed the door behind her. 
 
    In the back were the sitting room area, a bathroom, and a makeshift kitchen. She went straight to the sitting room and looked around. It was dark back there. The drapes had been a thick velvet with lining and—although now falling apart—they threw the room into a disconcerting penumbra full of hostile shadows. She put her hand on the light switch and turned it, but nothing happened. When she looked up at the overhead lamp, she saw that the lightbulb was missing. 
 
    She hated stepping into the dark room, but she hated the thought of going over to the window and touching the rotting drapes even more. She stood there, undecided, fighting the urge to just leave everything and forget about it. But there was that promise. 
 
    She glanced from where she stood by the door and looked around. There was one armchair covered in a faded, dirty quilt in the middle of the room, facing the wall where once a television set had stood.  
 
    Henrietta sighed. She knew she was going to walk over to it, but she didn’t want to. But she knew she was going to do it anyway. 
 
    She pulled the quilt off with one hand while she held the other hand in front of her mouth and nose. The place stunk of rot and decay, of humidity and dead people. But she immediately recognized the dark blue chair. Stains of old food and probably body fluids were spread on the seat, and she shied away from touching it. It was in this chair that the old woman had died and hadn’t been discovered for a couple of days when the maid had come back from her weekend off. 
 
    The thought was unbearable, but yet it was in this seat that she had wanted to sit, perhaps to communicate with George Baxter’s mother on some sort of emotional level. 
 
    Try as she might, though, she didn’t have the stomach to sit on the soiled seat, so she thought that it would help to flip the pillow. The other side might be cleaner. At least there was no dust on the chair as it had been covered by the quilt that now lay in a rotting heap next to her. 
 
    With revulsion, with hands shaking so badly that she could barely control them, she grabbed the edge of the pillow and moved to flip it, when she realized that there was a lump on the underside of the pillow that had no business being there. She stopped. 
 
    She pondered about that for a minute or two, not so anxious to touch the repulsive thing again. But finally, there was no point to anything if she was unwilling to investigate, so she unzipped the side of the pillow with her fingertips, and after swallowing hard and pushing herself to ignore the unbearable disgust, she put her hand inside to see if there was anything there. 
 
    Her hand encountered resistance, and she pulled and pulled until a pack of papers came out from the inside of the pillow. Something that had been living inside the pillow cover bit her, and she shrieked and jumped back. All the papers that had been hidden in the underside of the cover landed at her feet. 
 
    She stared at her hand where a red welt was already forming on her bruised skin. She was going to have to disinfect that. Then, overwhelmed with the feeling that she might have found something important, she picked the scattered papers off the floor, and she quickly left the room. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 66. Chasing Oscar 
 
    Charlie and Alfred lay in wait at the entrance to the park. A bitterly cold wind whistled through the trees. There had been news of an early spring, and some warmer weather, that never materialized. Thus, Alfred rubbed his hands hoping unsuccessfully to warm them up. Charlie, younger and in better physical condition, wasn’t impressed by the weather nor did he have much compassion for the older man who wouldn’t stop complaining. 
 
    Ever since Alfred had told him about Oscar, he had been intrigued. Oscar was a wild card. An unexpectedly rough man with an extraordinarily high education, who had—regardless—gone to seed. 
 
    “Tell me again what you know about Oscar,” Charlie asked. 
 
    “Nothing really. He’s lived here almost as long as we have. Well, maybe not that long. He was married once. There are pictures of a woman on the mantel in his living room.” 
 
    “A redhead?” 
 
    “I don’t remember. I didn’t look at them closely.” 
 
    “What else, Alfred?” 
 
    “Well, I think he was either in jail or an institution for a while, but he doesn’t like to talk about that. Not that I’ve ever asked.” 
 
    “But stories, Alfred. Do you have any stories about him?” 
 
    “What do you mean? Like, stories that will make him look guilty? Maybe. I don’t remember. But I think he told me once that he almost beat a man to death over an argument. But that was years ago.” 
 
    “So, you don’t actually think he’s guilty?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Charlie. Quit pestering me and go home if you don’t want to do this.” 
 
    “All right, then. But what am I doing here, again?” 
 
    “You're here so that you can come with me when I follow him. I think he’s going to the Hunting Lodge. I see him head that way almost every day. It’s just too suspicious.” 
 
    “And what are you going to do? Confront him? Or just spy on him?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I wish you didn’t ask so many questions.” 
 
    “I’m asking, Alfred, because not a month ago, you were convinced that your lodger was the killer, and you convinced me to talk my friend the Captain into arresting him.” 
 
    “And good riddance.” 
 
    “Okay, but was he guilty? Or did you simply want to get rid of him?” 
 
    “Hush. Look. There he goes.” 
 
    Oscar, covered in a large, dark coat and a winter sock hat, had indeed just passed them. It was obvious that he was on some sort of secret mission. He looked to one side and then the other, and he slid behind some bushes without noticing that Charlie and Alfred were watching. 
 
    Without saying a word, the men followed at a safe distance. Oscar was in a hurry, and he walked hunched over, looking from time to time, to one side or the other. 
 
    Any time Oscar stopped, they jumped behind a tree and waited, for Oscar must have suspected that he was being followed because he would stop randomly and wait, sniffing the air like a hound dog, looking around as if he were being paranoid. 
 
    Charlie was mighty put out. He would have much preferred to be home, watching something on the TV, nice and warm by the heater, instead of this inclement weather that was just getting worse. 
 
    It wasn’t even 5 pm., and already the sky had begun darkening. Charlie hated this. Somehow, he had gotten himself into this tacit agreement with Alfred where they would cover for each other’s sins—mostly Alfred’s sins—and the older man would help him conquer the heart of Celia. Well, maybe not her heart, but just her favors. 
 
    But Alfred was taking advantage of him. He felt manipulated, though he knew he wasn’t as clever as the old man, and he couldn’t see the moments coming, so he kept getting stuck in them. 
 
    Finally, out of breath, and shivering from the cold, Charlie stopped. Alfred had stopped right in front of him and pointed toward a dark corner at the foot of the hill. 
 
    “That’s the Lodge,” he said. “That’s where the dead women are found.” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    “I think so. What I want to know is why does he come here, and go into the Lodge, and stay like a half hour before leaving. Tell me, Charlie, is he the killer? Does he bring the women here and keep them alive for a while before he kills them?” 
 
    “God, Alfred, you’re a sick old man. You’re just as bad as he is, following him here and there staring at the place, imagining what all he does with those poor women. Why don’t you just go to the police?” 
 
    “I can’t. I told them George Baxter was the killer. What would they think if I went in and changed my story?” 
 
    “They would think the same thing that I’m thinking. That you’re nuts.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s get closer. Let’s see what he’s doing.” 
 
    “Oh, I know why you made me come with you. You were afraid to come alone.” 
 
    “Are you coming, Charlie, or are you going to stay there until the wolves come and get you?” 
 
    Grumbling, Charlie followed. He wasn’t sure about the wolves, but he had heard stories. Staying extremely close to Alfred’s heels, he navigated the treacherous path, stepping over fallen branches and frozen patches of ice. 
 
    As they got closer, Charlie saw a light come on inside the lodge, a dancing light, as if it were a flashlight being moved about. He nudged Alfred, who nodded. The hunt was on. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 67. The Hunting Lodge 
 
    As if echoing Alfred’s comment about wolves, howling broke out behind the Hunting Lodge, and the moving light inside stopped, frozen. Oscar must have heard it too because he interrupted what he was doing. 
 
    The air around them thickened as the fog moved in, and a soft drizzle that felt more like snow than anything else began to pelt them, wetting their faces with the frigid drops and getting into their eyes.  
 
    Charlie wiped his face and stepped into the clearing. 
 
    “He’s busy with the wolves. This is our chance,” he said, whispering, and he pulled Alfred by the arm.  
 
    The men jogged through the clearing, aware that they could be discovered any minute. Yes, it was dark, and it was foggy, but there were floodlights all over the park, and even if they were tamped by the fog and the falling drizzle, all it would take was one unlucky moment, and they would be discovered. 
 
    Charlie was aware of how absurd this whole shindig was. Alfred wanted to take things seriously, pretending that this was some sort of wargame, but all they were doing was spying on some old dude who was doing something stupid in there. Again, he thought about how much more fun it would have been to stay home with a beer and a pizza. And watch a war movie. And he promised himself that never again was he going to fall for Alfred’s requests, no matter how sane they sounded. 
 
    Shadows rushed through the darker side of the lodge and disappeared into the wilderness beyond but didn’t move toward them. Whatever the wolves were up to, they weren’t interested in the two of them for now. 
 
    They approached the window and peeked inside. At first, Charlie could only see the light moving about, and he wiped at the glass pane vigorously with his glove, but soon his eyes adjusted to the darkness within, and he saw Oscar clearly, as he walked about.  
 
    From what he could deduce, Oscar was searching for something systematically. Alfred wanted to chitchat, but Charlie shut him up with a one-hand move. That was all they needed, to be discovered because Alfred had something inane to say. Then he continued watching. 
 
    There were all kinds of tables and chairs and cabinets in there, and Oscar went through everything as if he knew exactly what he was looking for. Cabinet door by cabinet door, he shone his light inside and passed his gloved hand through the empty spaces. Whatever he was looking for, he hadn’t found it yet, because he was still searching. 
 
    He put his hands inside the sides of the armchairs, and he lifted the edges of rotting carpets. It made Charlie think that what Oscar was looking for had to be either small or flat. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have checked under the carpets. 
 
    Something small. Something flat. A letter, or a document, or a credit card. An ID? Like a Driver’s License? Had to be something he had lost, that could incriminate him, or else why the frenzy? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 68. Found It! 
 
    Then, Oscar hit pay dirt. Under one the tables, something caught his eye and he quickly bent down, feeling young all over again. Here it was. He lifted it with joy and with relief, and shone the light of the flashlight on it to make sure, and he chuckled out loudly when he saw that it was indeed what he had been searching for, for a long time. 
 
    He walked over to his backpack and moved about, gathering his things. Then, he looked around, shining the flashlight in a circle, making sure he wasn’t leaving any evidence behind. He thought he caught the shadow of someone looking in through the window, but that could be the fog, the bushes, or some random animal rushing by. There was no need to fear that he could be in danger of being discovered. Certainly not on an inclement night like this one. 
 
    He had kept his gloves on at all times, so there would be no fingerprints. His shoes were a common brand, and an even more common size 11. His head had been covered with his sock hat, keeping him from leaving hair strands behind. And the local police weren’t all that bright. His mission accomplished, he could now get on with his life and leave this torment behind him.  
 
    What else? That was it. He walked to the front door and battled the howling wind to keep it open long enough to get through, and then he was outside. 
 
    The air was bracing cold. The wind had really picked up, and he heard the wolves again and decided that it was time to go home. To go home and pack and disappear. With his mission accomplished, there was no need to stay in town any longer. 
 
    Oscar adjusted his backpack and began walking. He was tired. This ordeal had taken too much out of him. He wasn’t a young man any longer, a young man fond of forbidden pursuits. He had earned himself the right to retire forever. What had happened in that lodge could now be forgotten. Forever. 
 
    He was still far from the edge of the park, where he had left his car, and—exhausted—had begun to walk with his head down, his mind traveling through memory lane. 
 
    He never heard—over the howling wind—nor did he see, two shadows following closely behind. He took a right turn at the bend and stopped to catch his breath when he felt something fall on him with such force that he fell on the ground, face forward. 
 
    He struggled to turn around, just for one second thinking that it was the wolves and that his life was now finally over, when he saw two faces, staring triumphantly at him. And one of them was his friend Alfred. 
 
    “What on earth?” Oscar managed to blurt out, but Alfred’s loud and obnoxious voice cut him off. 
 
    “It’s over, Oscar,” his friend said. “This time we got the right man.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 69. Peter 
 
    It was almost like awakening from a coma. Like swimming to the surface of a deep, dark lagoon. It took him a while to notice that he was still breathing. He moved his arms and legs instinctively, needing to feel them, to know that they were still there. They hurt when he moved them, and they were numb, but he nevertheless had them. 
 
    Then, he slowly opened his eyes. A brain-splitting headache stabbed him behind the eyes, but he managed to move his eyeballs some and look around. He stared up at the sky and saw it clear. It was of the darkest blue, full of twinkling stars and a scattering of transparent clouds that quickly vanished. He stared at the sky, marveling at the masses and masses of twinkling stars. He thought about being in the countryside, where the sky is always so full of them and so close, that you feel as if you could reach out with a hand and touch them.  
 
    He hugged his arms to his aching body as he shivered, lying on his back on the snow. He didn’t understand why he was alive, or why he was out there in the cold. Somewhere in his mind, a flash of warning told him that he must get up before he froze to death, but the pain was so excruciating that the smallest movement took his breath away. Yet he knew that he needed to move if he wanted to live. 
 
    He turned onto his hands and knees, slowly, yelping out in pain with every sudden move, but he did manage to get up, holding on to a tree trunk next to him. There, he stood still for a while—holding on to it—waiting for the pain and the dizziness to subside.  
 
    After a few minutes, he tried to walk and did manage to take a few steps, but his legs weren’t working properly. They were weak and shook too much. Frustrated, he fell on his knees on the snowy ground and stared at his hands, and the thick gloves on them. It made him angry that he couldn’t remember his name. It made him angry that he couldn’t remember how he’d gotten there. But he had this vague idea that he was in danger and that it would be better if he found a place to hide. 
 
    Half stumbling, half walking, he got going. A long, narrow country road disappeared into the distance, and other than a few barns looming darkly against the empty horizon, there was nothing as far as his eyes could see. 
 
    The night was deep, but the star lights gleamed on the snow, guiding his way. Bit by bit, he started feeling better, and he inhaled the bracing cold air. Once he got over the hill, he saw a town in the near distance—just a handful of small houses stuck close to each other—and he thought that if he managed to get there, he would be safe. 
 
    Headlights appeared on the far horizon, and he scampered behind a bush, keeping his head down. When the car passed, he continued his trek as if in a dream, in the midst of this unknown, with the snow and the gravel crunching under his feet. 
 
    The town was small. He arrived at the first house and held on to the fence, considering whether he should walk up to the front door and ask for help. There were people inside sitting at the dining table, chatting and eating. He could see them through the window. But he was afraid. He had been brutally attacked by someone he didn’t remember. And he had been badly hurt. Something told him that it was a miracle that he was still alive. How did he know which one of these houses was safe?  
 
    He decided against it, and—holding onto the fence for support—he continued walking.  
 
    The town seemed to consist of barely a dozen houses, built one next to the other by the side of the road, with a small strip of land in between them. And apparently, all the inhabitants of the town had dogs, because the most awful barking accompanied him as he went by. It scared him, all that barking, and it surprised him that nobody came out to see what the dogs were barking at. Not even a curtain stirred under a curious hand. 
 
    Halfway through the town, he came across a convenience store, closed, with peeling posters of travel cruises stuck to the windows. One lonely lightbulb shone in the back of the store somewhere, but he saw nobody inside. 
 
    He walked up to the door and tried the knob. It would have been a good place to hide for the night. Smoke was coming out of the stacks out back, so the place was probably heated. But the door was locked. He rattled it in despair, but the door didn’t yield. 
 
    Another car approached down the road, and he quickly ducked behind the corner. As soon as he saw the headlights vanish, he continued on.  
 
    He was getting horribly tired. He was dizzy and shivery, and at times he felt that he was about to lose consciousness again. He had to find a place to rest. He decided that as a last resort, he would knock on the last door of the town and throw himself at that person’s mercy. Out here, he wasn’t going to last a very long time unless he got help. He kept on walking until he reached the end of the town. 
 
    The wind whirled cruelly around him as he looked up at the sign over the last door on this quiet country road. Salt Marsh Post Office/Police Station, the sign said in faded painted letters. The single lightbulb above it shone cheerfully suspended from a short, crooked metal pole. This was it. The end of his road. This was as far as he would make it. 
 
    He rang the bell by the front door and waited, shaking furiously against the whistling wind. Finally, the door opened, and a startled policeman wearing glasses and suspenders stared first at him, and then, down at his jacket. He followed the eyes of the policeman and looked down on his chest. His tan corduroy jacket was soaked in blood. He hadn’t realized that he had blood on him. A moment of panic assaulted him, and he caught his breath. Dear Lord, was this his blood, or was it someone else’s? The image of a young woman with short red hair floated in front of his eyes and then vanished, leaving no recognition. 
 
    “Can you please help me?” he asked. “I don’t know what happened to me.” 
 
    “Sure. Come in, come in.” 
 
    The policeman held his arm and walked him to a plastic chair by a beat-up desk and helped him sit. The room was pleasantly warm, and he relaxed.  
 
    “What’s your name, son?” the policeman asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I remember.” He looked at his hands again, fascinated by the thick gloves. There were bloodstains on them as well, and he held them out for the policeman to see. Then, he looked up at his eyes. The policeman had kind eyes and he felt it in his heart that there was no need to be afraid. 
 
    “I think my name is Peter,” he said. “And I think something happened to the girl I was with. But I don’t remember her name. I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t hurt her. I know I would never hurt anyone.” And with that, Peter began to cry. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 70. Meantime… 
 
    Henrietta showed her package of papers at the check-in desk of the jail and was buzzed in. She found George Baxter at the back of the yard, where she had sat with him on the previous occasion. The yard was as full of guests and prisoners as it had been the day before. A couple of guys smiled at her, and she remembered having seen them the previous day, so she gave them a shy smile in return, and a quick wave. 
 
    The lodger stood up immediately as she approached, and he gave her a friendly grin. 
 
    “Well, well, well, I didn’t think that you would decide to come. You’re becoming quite an infamous woman, shamelessly visiting despicable jailbirds in broad daylights,” he said, and he laughed, showing nice, even, white teeth. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to, but you see, I found something.” She extended her hand, the one holding the pack of papers, and she handed them to him. 
 
    “What are they?” he asked, suddenly excited. 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “You didn’t read them?” 
 
    “Of course not. They're not mine.” 
 
    “You're a remarkable woman, Henrietta Jones,” he said as he glanced through the papers. “These are letters, I see.”  
 
    George Baxter talked to himself for a few minutes in a monotone while he perused the documents, and Henrietta sat down on the bench and looked around. The sun was shining, again cajoling with a Spring that never seemed to want to arrive. 
 
    She watched the same two pregnant women from the day before. One of them had brought cookies. Early stages of love, she thought, and wondered what their life would be twenty years from then. A misery—most probably—like hers. 
 
    Then, she looked absentmindedly at the lodger who was talking to her. 
 
    “These are letters to my mother, I’m pretty sure. The handwriting is terrible. Small, spidery. I’ll have to examine them later. But there is one letter that she wrote and never sent.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s from her?” 
 
    “I don’t. She was called Marie, and the person who wrote this signed it Marie.” 
 
    “Then it could have been her. Otherwise, the coincidence would be too great. Are there any clues in it?” Henrietta asked. 
 
    “It’s rather short, but to the point. I’ll read it to you, and you can tell me.” 
 
    “Professor,” George Baxter read, “when you asked me to assist you with your work on that new virus, I felt honored. I was quick to do anything in my power to help. When you asked me to steal a vial of varicella-zoster with the excuse that we were going to invent a vaccine to outshine all vaccines, I began doubting you, but I complied. But now you tell me that if I don’t have sex with you, you will accuse me of having stolen the varicella-zoster, and you will ruin my reputation and my life. You want my answer. My answer is that I would rather throw myself off the tallest building and die than having to spend another minute of my life close to you. You have hounded me. You have made sexual advances that have not been welcomed. I have begged you to leave me alone, and not only because I am a married woman, but because I abhor what you stand for. So, therefore, the answer is no. I can assure you that you will never see me again. Marie.” 
 
    Henrietta’s mouth dropped. She had no idea what to say. She looked at George Baxter and saw that he had gone completely pale. There was his answer. Either his mother had been murdered by this professor, or he had caused her to disappear. But was it a strong enough reason to abandon her children? 
 
    “She must have killed herself,” the lodger said. “Even by today’s standards this would be a terrible scandal, but forty, fifty years ago, my family would have been ostracized and ruined financially. She might have not found another way out.” 
 
    “She could have told someone.” 
 
    “No, Henrietta. Back then, nobody would have believed her. Even today, in the 21st century, a man’s word weighs heavier than a woman’s. But what I didn’t know was that she worked in a laboratory. She must have been a chemist or a doctor, or something like that.” 
 
    “It’s a clue you can follow. Shame that she didn’t name the man. She just called him professor.” 
 
    “True, but I’ll read the other letters and papers. I might find his name somewhere.” 
 
    “Pardon me for asking, but is George Baxter your original name?” 
 
    “Yes. My adoptive parents added theirs, Smith, to the end, so my legal name is George Baxter Smith, but they always reminded me that George Baxter was who I truly was. They hoped that one day I would be able to find my family if I knew my name.” 
 
    “Nice, caring people.” 
 
    “Yes, they were. You know, I never thought of my mother as being Marie. To me, she was always mom. But now I remember my dad talking to her. My dear Marie, he always called her.” 
 
    Henrietta got up from the bench with a sigh. George Baxter seemed immersed in the mystery of his past. Might as well leave him to it. She said her goodbyes and was ready to walk away when she remembered. 
 
    “By the way, I think I’m being followed,” she said as she turned back toward the lodger. “And there was a suspicious-looking man yesterday afternoon under the window, staring up at me. Then, before I got a good look at him, he vanished.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 71. Crossroads 
 
    Henrietta was just walking out of the Police Station as Alfred and Charlie were dragging an angry and reluctant Oscar up the steps. She looked at the scene, startled—absolutely unable to believe her eyes—and noticed that they had tied the poor man’s hands behind his back with a piece of cloth that looked surprisingly like a tie. She stopped and stared, wondering if Alfred was going to turn around and see her, or not. But Alfred seemed oblivious to her, so she kept on walking. She shook her head. Alfred must have gone mad. There could be no other explanation for his behavior. 
 
    But to each his own, she told herself. More and more, she felt this chasm that had opened between her and her husband, and she found herself not caring so much about this new Alfred and the crazy things he occupied himself with. Too many bad memories about her marriage had welled up in her heart recently, and her relationship with George Baxter had clouded her judgment in more ways than one. Before she began worrying about her husband and his shenanigans, she had a lot of her own thinking to do. 
 
    It was still early, and the sun was shining pleasantly, so she decided to walk not to Market Street, but to the farmer’s market downtown to get some fresh fruits and vegetables. It would be a long walk, but she needed the open space to think. Besides, for some strange reason, she felt a stirring of happiness welling up somewhere in her heart, and a desire to go, go, go. Must be the weather, she told herself cheerfully. Spring was in the air today. 
 
    As she headed back home carrying her purchases, happily, she could feel some sort of change. But it wasn’t the weather, no. It was something deeper and more meaningful. It almost felt like she was becoming a person again, after having been a part of Alfred for so long. It was hard to explain. It was like a seed inside her, growing joyfully into a state of personhood. It was suspiciously like growing up.  
 
    She smiled at people randomly—something she never, ever, did—and full of energy, she picked up her pace. She had put aside quite a neat little sum of extra money from what her lodger had given her, so she pondered whether she should get herself a new pair of boots, or a more fashionable coat. Before seeing him in the jail courtyard, she had felt a tinge of guilt. Poor George Baxter in jail, and she, Henrietta, gloating over his money. But after today, knowing that he was quite well and already as good as free, she could allow herself to fantasize about what she was going to spend the money on. 
 
    At the stoplight, someone bumped into her but quickly apologized. She half-turned and the person muttered a pleasantry, but the light had just turned green, so she didn’t pay much attention. 
 
    She crossed the street with a dozen or so other people in a hurry and turned right, taking a last-minute decision to cross through the park. She was going to get herself a hot dog. Hadn’t done that in at least a decade, and she giggled with anticipation.  
 
    But there was no hurry. She needed to sit for a few minutes and rest. Her purchases were wearing heavily in her arms. She sat down on the only empty bench by the singing fountain and sighed with pleasure. Then, she closed her eyes and daydreamed with a life in which she could be happy again. 
 
    She must have dozed off because she was startled awake by a heavy body plopping itself on the bench, making it shake, too close to her for comfort. An acrid smell of body odor emanated from the stranger, and she turned to face him, disgusted.  
 
    It was an older man that she didn’t recognize, unshaved, wearing an old military jacket, the kind you could get at an Army outlet. He smiled, showing several missing teeth, and then he chuckled. And the blood froze in Henrietta’s veins, as the premonition ran through her body with a jolt. The man had the nastiest, most hostile voice she had ever heard, and she gasped, thinking that she needed to get up from the bench immediately and go home. But she was too slow reacting. Before she even had time to make up her mind, the man grabbed her in a vice as strong as iron. Startled and confused, she tried to pull herself free, but it was impossible. 
 
     “I’m afraid you’ll have to come with me, Mrs. Jones,” the voice said and yanked her up viciously. 
 
    Henrietta stared at him blankly, trying to comprehend what was going on. She looked around, hoping to see other people around her, maybe someone who would help her, who could explain what was happening, but everyone had disappeared. She was all alone with this stranger who now wrenched her arm back behind her back to the point where she thought that it was going to break. 
 
    She opened her mouth to scream, but the stranger shoved a piece of cloth in her mouth and pulled her along. It all happened so quickly and so violently that Henrietta didn’t react. She just did as she was told and allowed herself to be pulled along. She looked wildly back toward the bench, still hoping that someone would show up and help her, but all she saw were her groceries, scattered on the ground. The oranges and the apples had rolled away, and the carton of eggs lay open, the little white globes shattered on the floor, their yellows shining under the cheerful sun. 
 
    “There’s no need to panic, Mrs. Jones. Do as you’re told, and nobody will harm you. Once your husband returns to me what is mine, I will let you go.” 
 
    Henrietta struggled, trying to tell the stranger that she didn’t know what he was talking about, but nothing came out of her mouth but groans. That foul piece of cloth obstructed her mouth, her throat, even the air she was trying desperately to breathe. 
 
    “It’s okay, Mrs. Jones,” the voice said. “We’re almost there. Quit struggling. You’ll just hurt yourself. I’m much stronger than you are. You won’t be able to escape.” 
 
    Henrietta gave up. She wished she could ask what Alfred had stolen. She wished she could ask if this man was part of her husband’s past. She quietened, hoping that when they got to where the man wanted them to go, he would take that fetid rag out of her mouth and they could talk. Because even in the throes of the fear she was feeling right then, Henrietta had great faith in humanity and the ability of reason to overcome madness. 
 
    She struggled to go on. She was exhausted. But the stranger didn’t let up. Whenever she slowed down, he yanked her hard and she was forced to keep going.  
 
    After walking steadily for a good twenty minutes, she found herself at the end of the park. She had never come this far, had never had any interest in seeing what was out there. At the foot of the hills, nestled in a dark spot surrounded by tall trees and dense vegetation covered with ice and snow, a derelict building stood rotting away, barely discernable from the rest of the scenery. 
 
    She panicked. Somehow, she knew that was where she was being led, and it didn’t seem reasonable at all. She struggled again, getting so desperate. If this man was going to leave her here, he would never come back for her again. It was the old premonition washing over her, the knowledge that this man had no intention of letting her go. 
 
    Angry at herself, knowing that it was too late, she threw herself at the man and tried to disentangle her arms. She screamed in silence and she kicked the air. But it was too late. Perhaps earlier, closer to the entrance, someone would have seen her. But here, all the way out here? No. There was nobody.  
 
    She darted her head from side to side. They were all alone. It was a secluded, abandoned spot. Fallen tree branches and untrimmed dead bushes surrounded the derelict edifice and Henrietta felt the death of many women emanating from it. She wanted to ask if he had brought them all here because she suddenly knew—with an absolute certainty—that this was the man who had killed all those poor women. But the rag impeded, and all she could do was shake her head and grumble. 
 
    “Here we are,” the stranger said opening the door and dragging her inside the dark and humid room. “Now I’m going to tie you to that iron balustrade, and you're going to be a good girl. You won’t be too cold, at least not for a while because I’ll close the door. Look, I even have a nice, comfy spot for you. Now you wait for me here, and I’ll go collect from your husband what’s mine, and then I’ll be back for you. Not to worry. I won’t forget about you.” 
 
    But Henrietta knew—as he slammed the door shut behind him—that she had seen his face, and now, he would never let her go. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 72. Oscar Again 
 
    Charlie saw his friend the Captain in the front lobby of the Police Station and approached him. He pulled his friend to a quiet corner. 
 
    “I see you have your new friend with you again, Charlie,” the Captain said pulling his elbow away from Charlie’s grasp. “What are you guys doing here this time?” 
 
    “Alfred brought his neighbor in. Citizen’s arrest.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me. What did the citizen do?” 
 
    “Alfred’s convinced that he is the one who committed the murders.” 
 
    The Captain looked at Charlie, and Charlie looked at his feet, having a good idea of how foolish he and Alfred looked. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I truly am,” Charlie said, leaning toward his friend so that nobody else could hear him. “I wish he had never talked me into all this, but I’m in love with his daughter and…” 
 
    “And he got you between the wall and the hard place,” the Captain finished for him. 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go talk to him.” 
 
    The Captain headed straight to Alfred and demanded to know what was going on. Alfred’s explanation got too long and confusing, so Charlie decided to cut in and summarize. 
 
    “We followed him to the Hunting Lodge and saw him enter. He walked about with a flashlight, looking for something, and finally found it. When he exited the building, we pounced on him, tied him up, and Alfred did the Citizen’s Arrest thing.” 
 
    “I see,” said the Captain. “Okay, guys, come with me.” 
 
    They all followed the Captain meekly up and down some corridors until they reached his office and stepped inside after him. 
 
    “Sit,” the Captain said, and everyone sat. Then, he faced Oscar. “Before I call the policemen in here and have you all arrested for annoying me, I would like to hear your version of the events, Mr...” 
 
    “Oscar, Captain. My name is James Oscar Fent. I’ll be happy to tell you what I was doing in that building, Captain, but could we talk privately? There’s some stuff that I don’t want these two bozos to know.” 
 
    Charlie watched the Captain as he considered Oscar’s request. Then, the Captain nodded and waved his hand in dismissal, and Charlie got up from his chair and dragged a reluctant Alfred out of the office. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 73. The Truth 
 
    “All right, Mr. Fent, what happened?” 
 
    “Captain, if I tell you this, it’s very important that you give me your word that you will never talk about this with anyone.” 
 
    “I’ll give you my promise after I hear your story.” 
 
    “Sorry, Captain, no good.” Oscar thought for a second, frowning, then he said, “let me ask you this. What do you think about Mike Wills?” 
 
    “The Mayor? I respect him tremendously. He’s made a real difference. May God keep him healthy and in office for a long time. Why?” 
 
    “Okay, I guess I’ll have to trust you. Please don’t judge until you hear the whole story.” 
 
    “That I can promise.” 
 
    Oscar sat back uneasily with his tied hands tightly in his lap and looked at the Captain. It was a tremendous risk that he was about to take. He was going to have to disclose a secret that was not his to tell and put it in the hands of this man sitting across from him that he had never met before. He swallowed hard and then made up his mind to go ahead and talk. 
 
    “Well, Mike and I grew up on the same block. Our parents were friends. We went to school together. We played football on the same team, we partied together.  
 
    “Then, the last summer before college graduation, there was a big storm here in town. We knew it was coming, and we thought that it would be fun to weather it by having a big party at the Hunting Lodge. You know, like the people who throw hurricane parties in the South.  
 
    “But the storm was much worse than we had anticipated, and everyone freaked out. When the wave of thunder and lightning rolled in, everyone got scared, especially the girls, so they all decided to leave while they still could, and so, everyone that had been invited took off. Mike and I had no choice but to stay behind to pick up the mess because we had no permission to be there in the first place, and we would have gotten into a world of trouble if the parents and the owners of the Lodge had found out. 
 
    “When the storm arrived, it was worse than either of us had imagined. Trees were bending over in half or being yanked out of the ground and thrown about. The sky became pitch dark, and the electricity went out. Mike and I, we were stuck in the Lodge. It was a terrible deluge. I don’t know if you remember it, about thirty years ago. Several houses were washed away in town when the river overflowed its boundary, and many people died.” 
 
    “No, Mr. Fent, I was just a kid thirty years ago, but go ahead. Y’all were stuck in the Lodge.” 
 
    “Yes, for almost a whole week it was impossible to leave. The park was underwater and there were so many trees and power lines down that we would have never been able to get out of there alive. Thankfully, we had plenty to eat and drink as we had brought way too much food.” 
 
    Oscar looked out of the window sadly. Summer had finally arrived. It was still cold, but the air had that unique clarity that hovers around perfection only a few days a year. And he remembered that wonderful summer, that crazy summer when he had shared a forbidden love that still to this day, he had been unable to forget. 
 
    “We were alone, and it got cold that night, and without blankets, we huddled to keep each other warm. We were also very drunk, and so, one thing led inevitably to another.”  
 
    “We spent every free moment together that summer. The Lodge was the only place where we could meet in secret and have the privacy that we craved. Funny thing is, Captain, that it wasn’t weird at all. We had been such good friends all our lives that it all happened in the most natural way. Then, after graduation, we went our separate ways, and we both got married and had proper families, and I forgot all about this.” 
 
    “What does all this have to do with Alfred and Charlie, Mr. Fent?” 
 
    Oscar sighed sadly. “The killings began,” he said. 
 
    “The bodies we’ve been finding in the Lodge?” 
 
    “Yes. One stupid thing that Mike and I did was to take photographs of ourselves. They call them selfies, these days. But then, you had to set your camera on the timer, and then you adopted a pose, and you were captured. We took many pictures, and of course, we took them home. I eventually burned all of mine, but one day not so long ago, I got a call from Mike, completely out of the blue. A body had been found in the Lodge.” 
 
    “So, what, Mr. Fent?” 
 
    “That’s what I asked him. Well, it turns out that he had one photograph missing, the one where we were both embracing, naked, staring at the camera with big goofy smiles. A terrible picture, if you think about the consequences. He was sure that he had lost it in the lodge, and he was terrified that the Police would find it when they were investigating the murder. Of course, he couldn’t go and look for himself. That’s why he asked me.” 
 
    “We never found it.” 
 
    “No, but I did. I went back I don’t know how many times to look for it. I scoured the place top to bottom, and I had all but given up until today. It had slipped under one of the tables and it was so covered in dirt that everyone had missed it.” 
 
    “And you have it?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. It’s in my shirt pocket if you care to check.” 
 
    The Captain walked over to Oscar and put his hand in the man’s pocket. When he saw the photograph, his face registered the horror of what he was looking at. 
 
    “We can’t let this fall into anyone’s hand, can we?” 
 
    “No, Captain, we can’t. It would ruin Mike’s career and all the good work he’s done. The press would crucify him. His marriage would be ruined, his children would be traumatized. This photograph must be destroyed.” 
 
    “You’re right, Mr. Fent. Here you go.” The Captain passed the ashtray and lighter across to Oscar and put the photograph on the desk. Then he freed Oscar’s hands. 
 
    Oscar picked up the old Polaroid. He looked at his younger self and the friend that he had so dearly loved. They had been so young and so innocent. Had Mike ever loved him? Probably not. He had gone on to a happy marriage and a lovely family. He, on the other hand, had been miserable all his life. He had never loved again, never smiled at anyone like that again. 
 
    This is for you, Mike, he told himself, and with one quick movement ignited the photograph and dropped the burning image in the ashtray before he could change his mind. Then he stood up, shook the Captain’s hand and—without another word—closed the door quietly behind him. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 74. Vanished 
 
    Free at last, George Baxter walked toward Henrietta’s house, his house, also known as #9. He wasn’t sure how things were going to work out. Now that he knew to what extent Alfred hated him, he didn’t know what to expect upon his arrival. Was he going to be allowed to stay? God knew the Joneses desperately needed the extra cash. Or was he going to be asked to leave? 
 
    Well, there was no point in worrying too soon. He wasn’t actually homeless, therefore being asked to move out would only make him sad for not seeing Henrietta again, but it would not be a hardship for him. Although he did feel at home. It was his childhood home after all. Maybe he would offer to buy it if nothing else.  
 
    That agreed upon, he picked up his steps. The weather was so pleasant that he decided to whistle some tunes even if faced with possible adversity, and by the time he turned the corner of Ember Street, he was quite cheerful. 
 
    With a big smile, he walked up to #9. He was already looking forward to seeing Henrietta. There were quite a few things he had discovered from the letters, and he could hardly wait to share them with her. 
 
    But he stopped in his tracks when he got to the bottom of the steps and looked up. There was Alfred—with his young friend Charlie—sitting at the top of the stairs on a pile of snow, with Alfred holding his head in his hands as if it was the end of the world. 
 
    “Good morning, all. Is something wrong?” George asked in the friendliest tone he could muster while he walked up the steps holding on to the banister with a gloved hand. 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Baxter,” Charlie answered. But Alfred never moved. 
 
    “It would seem like Mr. Jones is troubled, young Charlie. Anything I can help with?” 
 
    “Probably not, sir. You see, Mrs. Jones hasn’t been seen since the day before, and we have no idea where she went.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That’s Mrs. Jones has vanished.” 
 
    “Have you been to the police?” George Baxter asked. 
 
    “No, sir. Alfred has no desire to go to the police.” 
 
    “But Mrs. Jones could be in trouble. Shouldn’t he be doing something about it?” 
 
    “I’ve tried, Mr. Baxter, but he won’t listen to reason. I was just thinking of going to see the Captain myself. I’m awfully worried about her.” 
 
    “She has red hair, you know.” 
 
    “I do, sir. I’ve noticed. That’s what's having me so worried.” 
 
    “Okay then, young Charlie, I’ll be coming with you. We don’t have time to waste. You grab one side of Alfred, and I’ll grab the other. He needs to report the disappearance of his wife.” 
 
    Arm in arm, the lodger pulled Alfred along, with his heart beating a wild tattoo in his chest. An unexpected abduction. This was no good. There was no reason for it. The red hair business had to be a red herring as Henrietta was too old to fit into the scheme of things. 
 
    George Baxter struggled to keep Alfred going. The man was a dead weight. He tended to slump forward, and he and Charlie had to pull him up and drag him along when he refused to cooperate. 
 
    “Has Alfred said anything?”  
 
    “Not really, Mr. Baxter. I found him like this. He’s been doing some moaning, and he talks to himself, but so softly that I can’t understand what he’s saying.” 
 
    “And why hasn’t he wanted to report Henrietta’s—Mrs. Jones’ disappearance?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. But he’s keeping something to himself. Some sort of a secret. Someone threw a dead bird in front of his front door the other day.” 
 
    “Yes, the dead bird with a note pinned to it,” the lodger said dreamily. 
 
    “That one. How did you know, Mr. Baxter?” 
 
    “Never mind that. What we have to do now is to find her before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking, sir?” Charlie asked with a shaking voice. 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid so. Oh good, here we are. Come on, Alfred, up the steps.” 
 
    Alfred resisted but George Baxter and Charlie pulled and pulled, and they were soon in the lobby of the Police Department. George saw the Captain exit his office and pointed it out to Charlie who quickly approached him. They chatted on and on, and George dearly wished that they would hurry up. Henrietta’s life could very well be at stake. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 75. The Captain 
 
    The Captain had just come back from getting himself a new haircut, and he was admiring his handsome self in the full-length mirror in the lobby when he sighted Charlie, and his spirit sank. 
 
    Charlie looked bashful, and the Captain knew what that meant. He’d been sent on another fool’s errand, poor Charlie. Was he ever going to learn? 
 
    “Charlie, buddy, you’re spending more time in my precinct than at your own business. You should join the police force. I have a feeling that it would be good for you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you again, I really am…” Charlie said. 
 
    “But? Come on, Charlie, let’s walk and talk.” 
 
    “But something’s happened,” Charlie blurted out as he hurried after the Captain. “Mrs. Jones has vanished.” 
 
    The Captain stopped and turned around. “What do you mean, she has vanished?” 
 
    “She was last seen the day before yesterday. I think that her husband knows something, but he won’t say.” 
 
    “Where is he? The husband?” 
 
    “In the lobby, with George Baxter, who’s keeping him from running away.” 
 
    “You must be kidding me. The same George Baxter y’all brought in a few weeks ago for suspecting him of murder? Dear Lord. What am I going to do with you, Charlie?” 
 
    “I don’t know. All I know is that we have to find her.” 
 
    “No joke, and why the hurry if the husband hasn’t reported her missing?” 
 
    “She has red hair.” 
 
    “Really? All right, then. That sounds serious. Why don’t you go get your friends and bring them to my office? I’ll go find Jeffrey. He’s going to want to hear this.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 76. Trapped 
 
    Henrietta awoke from a deeply disturbing slumber with the terrifying need to use the toilet. Her captor hadn’t been back to give her food and water or to let her use the toilet in many hours. Now the rumbling in her stomach warned her that she was very hungry, but worse than anything, was her need to use the toilet. 
 
    She had been a good girl—as her captor said—so he hadn’t tied her up as brutally tight as the first time nor had he put the disgusting wad of cloth in her mouth again. She had been meek and quiet and hadn’t asked any questions. Not by design, but simply by despair.  
 
    Surprisingly, though, she noticed that the chord that bound her hands wasn’t as tight as it had been. Would she be able to free herself and run to the toilet? Or would she have to disgrace herself by having to pee on herself? The thought made her cry. Big, heavy tears ran down her face. Didn’t captors even think about such humiliating things? 
 
    She wiggled her hands and her wrists. She thought she would be able to hold things in for another hour or so, so, technically—if she was clever enough—she would be able to free herself and run to the toilet, which was not far. 
 
    She nibbled on the chord, and she pulled with her teeth, but it didn’t look like she was going to be able to free herself. Despondent, she sat back down on her designated spot and let the tears flow. It wasn’t going to work. 
 
    She wiped her face and leaned back, ready to die. Three minutes without air, three days without water, three weeks without food. And then she would be dead. And nobody would mourn her. Not Alfred—for sure—Alfred, who had obviously not given back what he had stolen, because, otherwise, she would have been freed already. And not George Baxter who was either still in jail and wouldn’t even find out that she had died or had left because Alfred had been such an ass. How she hated Alfred at that moment for having allowed his good and faithful wife to die such a miserable death. 
 
    She wiped her face again and tried to compose herself, but the tears refused to stop coming. Maybe Celia would mourn her. She regretted having been cold to her stepchild at times. After all, the child was the only one who had truly shown her love and kindness. She had not deserved the frequent cold shoulders that Henrietta had given her. Shame that she would never have the chance to make it up to her. She could have been a better mother, a more patient listener, and now she would never see the child again. 
 
    That made Henrietta cry once more, and she was terribly weak with thirst and hunger, and the fates had mercy on her, and she dozed off again.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 77. Alfred Confesses 
 
    “Again, Alfred Jones, from the beginning. Mandy here is going to type what you say, and then, you can sign it.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to talk about it anymore.” 
 
    “Oh, man up, Mr. Jones. We already have your confession on tape. Let’s just make it official this time.” 
 
    Alfred hung his head. How on earth had this mess gotten started? He shook his head, and he fidgeted, but he finally gave up. The cat was out of the bag.  
 
    “Thirty years ago, give or take. I was in College. I was an Engineer Major. It was a big thing back then, being an Engineer.” 
 
    “It still is, Mr. Jones,” the Captain said coldly. Alfred shrugged. 
 
    “I decided to take a couple of Chemistry classes as electives. I’ve always been interested in Chemistry.” 
 
    What a stupid thing he had done, taking those classes. They changed his life. No. They ruined it. And that stupid woman. What else could he have done? 
 
    “Keep talking, Mr. Jones,” the Captain said, and Alfred was yanked back to the present time. 
 
    “Yes, sorry. The professor was a jerk, but he had this gorgeous young wife. She was a redhead. I’ve always had a thing for redheads. Anyway, she sometimes came with him to class, and she must have been very bored at home because she started to make passes at me.” 
 
    “The professor’s wife? Really?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. We had coffee a couple of times behind his back, but soon we were sleeping together. I was having a good time and nothing more. I was very young, and all I wanted was to see her from time to time, you know, when I wanted to have some fun. But she became obsessed. She kept talking about how abusive her husband was and how she wanted to leave him.” 
 
    “So, did she leave him for you?” 
 
    “Heck, no. I had no interest. Her marriage was her problem. All I wanted to do was keep going to school and get ahead in life. I didn’t want to be poor, like my parents. I wanted something better from life. You know. And I had barely enough money to survive. How could I have fed another mouth? And then she kept going on and on about wanting to have children with me and having a proper family.” 
 
    “She was serious, then.” 
 
    “She was determined. But things were getting out of hand. She suspected that the professor had found out and tried to force the situation, so I decided to break up with her. So, we were in this hotel room one afternoon—naked after making love—and I was just trying to tell her goodbye, and she was begging and crying, when the door opened and there stood the professor, furious, foaming at the mouth, with a huge knife in his hand. He came at me, yelling obscenities and how he was going to cut me to shreds, and as he got close, I reacted by instinct and pulled the woman in front of me. 
 
    “I know you’re thinking that I acted like a coward, but I didn’t give it any thought. I just reacted instinctively. And as the knife went into her naked body the first time, and the blood squirted all over the place, the professor went wild and started stabbing her. I was terrified. I grabbed my clothes and ran out of there, and I never looked back.” 
 
    “And then, what happened?” the Captain asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I don’t know. I couldn’t go back to school, so I quit. I bummed around for a while, traveled, got a job here, a job there, and then I met Henrietta, who came from a good family and had some money, and we got married. That’s about all.” 
 
    “Did you ever hear from the professor again?” 
 
    “No. I moved around for a couple of years and then came back here. My parents, you know. I couldn’t abandon them forever. And actually, after a while, I completely forgot about him. Until the other day, when he found me.” 
 
    “Tell us about that, Mr. Jones.” 
 
    “Yes, well. I thought it was the postman, but not our usual one. You see, I know our postman. He’s the same one that has been delivering the post for years. And this guy was a stranger.  
 
    “He told me that I seemed familiar, and then he said my name. And at that point, I looked at him closely and I recognized him. He’s gotten much older, lost some teeth, but that nasty sneer and those eyes full of hatred, those are impossible to forget.  
 
    “So, he came over late one night with some letters. He wanted, oh I don’t even know what he wanted. A confession or something. He had some letters that I had written to his wife, and I had left my socks behind the day he stabbed her. They were covered with her blood and my DNA, he said. And we were going to have to talk about all that. Then we argued, and in the struggle, I ended up grabbing the envelope in which he had the socks and the letters. I didn’t even notice that I had done that until he was gone.” 
 
    “And where is that envelope, Mr. Jones?” 
 
    “I hid it especially well.” 
 
    “Did he ever come back?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Two nights ago. He said that he had Henrietta and that he’d keep her prisoner unless I give him his stuff back.” 
 
    “And why didn’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, for Heaven’s sake, Captain, you know as well as I do, that he’ll never let her go. He’s going to kill her like he killed the others.” 
 
    “What makes you think that he killed the others, Mr. Jones?” 
 
    “The note pinned to the feathers of the dead bird. Charlie was there. He can tell you. I had a feeling that it was him right away, but I checked the notes published in the newspaper anyway. The handwriting is identical. And same paper and same color pen. It can’t be a coincidence.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to bring all this in?” 
 
    “Why should I have, so that you could blame me for that woman’s death? I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “Because, if you had helped us out, you would have saved these women’s lives. Your daughter’s friend would still be alive.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Alfred answered bitterly. “Rosalie was murdered by her boyfriend because she got pregnant and he didn’t want to marry her.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re wrong there. Peter—the boyfriend—has been found. There were three types of blood on him, and the way he described how he and Rosalie were attacked, agrees with the blood spatter on his jacket. We believe him. He’s innocent. And he gave us a good description of the killer.” 
 
    “And whose is the third type of blood?” 
 
    “The killer’s, of course. He got hurt as they all struggled. So, Alfred Jones, you give us that name, and we’ll have enough to put him away forever.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 78. The Rush 
 
    Missing for two days was too long unless someone was feeding you and taking relatively good care of you. George Baxter thought about poor Henrietta, swept up in the madness of things. She was a good woman, and she didn’t deserve what had happened to her. He imagined that she was very scared and losing hope fast. 
 
    He headed for the front door of the Police Station in a hurry with long, purposeful steps, and Charlie intercepted him in the lobby with an anxiety-ridden look. He swept the young man to the side, ignoring him, in a hurry to get on with his business. But Charlie called him, waving his arms to catch his attention.  
 
    “Mr. Baxter, please wait for me,” Charlie said loudly, hurrying after him. “Someone has to go find Mrs. Jones, as I’ve been telling everyone, but I’m being ignored. Now that Alfred has been arrested, who’s going to care about finding her?” 
 
    George Baxter stopped and turned around to face Charlie. 
 
    “Young man, your foolish friend deserved to be arrested. But we’re no closer to finding out the identity of the killer unless he’s willing to speak up.” 
 
    “And even if we knew his name, we still wouldn’t know where Mrs. Jones was.” 
 
    “Yes, we do, young Charlie. Think. Every abducted woman was found in the Lodge. That’s where we’ll find Henrietta.” 
 
    “How would you know?” 
 
    “Because the only thing that Alfred Jones confessed to was that the notes found on the dead bird and the murdered women were identical. So, what clues do we have?” 
 
    Charlie gazed at the lodger with a blank stare. 
 
    “We have two clues, Charlie. One, all the women had red hair. Two, the notes for the victims and the one found pinned to the dead bird were the same. Ergo, the killer has Henrietta. And where else is he going to take her? The place that he knows best. The Hunting Lodge. Right?” 
 
    “But are you certain?” 
 
    “No, not at all. But if I don’t do something to help, I will go mad with worry, so that’s at least a good place to start.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you, then.” 
 
    “No. Stay here and try to get your friend to talk. We need to find out the name of that madman.” 
 
    George Baxter hurried down the front steps of the Police Station before Charlie could stop him again and whistled for a taxi. It would be much faster to be taken to the other side of the park by car as the lodge was much closer to the back entrance. When he offered to double the cab fare, the driver stepped on the accelerator, and narrowly avoiding pedestrians and vehicles of all kinds, he had the lodger at the back entrance of the park within ten minutes. 
 
    George Baxter knew exactly where the lodge was. This was one of his old haunts, from his childhood. Entering the park from the back, at first, all you could see were the hills, rugged, forbidding, and covered with snow. Rarely did you ever see anyone on this side of the park. It had been allowed to decay since the downturn of the economy years earlier, and soon people even forgot that this area even existed. Which made it a very convenient place to hide someone. 
 
    He jogged, narrowly avoiding slipping and falling on the ice a few times, but he knew he had to get to the lodge before the other man did. This had gone far enough. Harming Henrietta was where he drew the line in interfering in the business of others. He had to get her out of there before it was too late. 
 
    He arrived breathless, and he placed his right hand on his heart and willed it to calm down. Then, he rummaged among the rocks by the back door and found the key that had been hidden there many years earlier. He chuckled bitterly. Having played hide-and-seek in his childhood in forbidden places like this one with his friends was paying off despite all the spankings he had gotten for it.  
 
    He looked around to make sure that he was alone, and he entered. He assumed that Henrietta was still alive. Even if she hadn’t been given any food or drink, she would be hungry and dehydrated, but most probably just fine. 
 
    “Hello,” he yelled out loud. “Anyone here?” 
 
    His voice echoed in the vast empty space. He didn’t get an answer, so he went and walked around. Henrietta was probably in the back rooms somewhere. There would be shades on the windows that could be pulled down for extra privacy, and if a victim yelled, the back area was so isolated that nobody would hear. Even though he was sick to his heart thinking about her suffering, he grinned. Henrietta would be so excited to see him. He would be her savior. He was already looking forward to seeing the look of surprise and relief in her eyes. 
 
    “Hello,” he called out again, and this time he heard a soft whimper. He had found her. He pushed open the next set of doors and there she was, uncomfortably tied to the wrought-iron balustrade, leaning on the dusty, faded sofa pushed against it, her eyelids closed, as if dead. 
 
    He called out her name, but her eyes remained closed for a few seconds. He caressed her face and her hair, and slapped her cheeks gently, calling her name. And when she finally opened them, the loveliest, most grateful smile in the world illumined her face and brought it alive, and George Baxter sighed with relief. 
 
    Despite her days of agony, Henrietta looked good with her green dress and her pretty, red hair. And the happiness in her eyes didn’t disappoint. He helped her up and held her in his arms until she could stand steadily on her own. Then, after helping her to the toilets and finding some water and some crackers for her, he walked her to the front of the Lodge. 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me all about it, my dear,” he said pleasantly as he looked into her haunted eyes. “It must have been such an ordeal.” 
 
    While Henrietta talked—with a weak and shaking voice—he thought about all the arrangements he had to make. First and foremost, he would call the Captain to let him know that Mrs. Jones was safe. Then, call his sister to tell her that the hunt was back on. After having saved her life, Henrietta would never deny him his attic quarters. 
 
    What would he have done if she had died? He wasn’t sure, but it would have complicated things. Besides, he had become fond of her in his own way. He looked at her shining, grateful smile and his heart was filled with relief. He was pleased that she was well. 
 
    Once they got to the house, he helped her up the front steps and settled her in with a cup of tea, a quilt for her lap, and a tin of cookies. Then he made his phone calls.  
 
    “Henrietta, my dear, I hope you don’t mind but I called Celia. Charlie gave me her number. I thought that you would like her to know that you’re safe. I also told her that you would call her as soon as you had recovered.” 
 
    George Baxter sat down across from Henrietta. He thought carefully about how he would approach the subject that was foremost on his mind. There was no easy way. 
 
    “There’s something terrible I must tell you. As you recover, you will hear some stories about your husband that will horrify you. They will probably be in the newspapers in a few days, and all the people you know will find out.” 
 
    “About what, Mr. Baxter?” 
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough. For now, getting well should be your first priority. Then, if I were you, I would move. Your husband has been arrested, and I’m guessing that he’ll be in prison for quite some time.” 
 
    “Oh, my Lord, is he the killer? Tell me the truth, Mr. Baxter.” 
 
    “No, he isn’t. but he did something horrible that he’ll be punished severely for. His trial will be all over the news. Believe me, the events are gory enough. And at that time, you’ll want to be very far from here.” 
 
    “Actually, Mr. Baxter, I was just thinking about moving away on the walk home. I had no idea about the arrest, but I was considering getting a divorce. You might think that I’m cold-hearted, or that I’m uncaring, but I think that I would like to move down South and far away, where the weather is warmer, and the people are nicer. The truth is that I don’t have very good memories of this place. My marriage has been one long disappointment. I won’t be sorry to leave Alfred or the house behind. Maybe Celia will want to move with me. She’s all I have left now.” 
 
    George Baxter nodded. “I don’t blame you, my dear. A fresh start sounds just like what you need. I—for my part—sure am grateful that you’re alive and well, and I’ll sorely miss you.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you too, Mr. Baxter. You’ve brought great changes into my life and you saved me, so I’ll be forever grateful. I will miss you, but it is time to move on.” Henrietta blushed. 
 
    “So, do you think you’ll sell the house?” 
 
    “Yes. I have no savings, no income. But the house is all mine. I bought it before we got married, with my own inherited money. So, you see, I’ll have to sell it to have something to live on, to maybe buy a small property close to the beach.” Henrietta turned her face toward George Baxter. “My friend Nancy’s husband is in real estate. I’m sure that they’ll be happy to take care of things for me.” 
 
    “Let me know if you need anything. I’ll always be here for you. You do know that Henrietta, don’t you?  
 
    And Henrietta nodded and smiled her lovely smile. 
 
    “Do you promise to let me know if you need any help?” George Baxter asked quickly, very careful to hide the eagerness from his voice. And when Henrietta nodded again, he added, “I’ll send someone for my things.” 
 
    “No rush, Mr. Baxter. No rush. But I do have a question before I never see you again.” 
 
    “What would that be, now?” George Baxter asked, surprised, sitting up straight in his seat. 
 
    “Why were you reciting those terrible verses from the Bible? It made me think that you hated women.” 
 
    The lodger laughed. “Not at all, my dear. I was looking for clues. You see, I found my mother’s notebook among the books you had in a box in the attic. She had written those verses down for a reason that I still don’t understand, maybe never will. I looked them up in your Bible and I read them out loud many times, hoping to find some significance in them.” 
 
    “And did you?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. But I’ll never give up. As you well know, my dear, I’m a stubborn man.” 
 
    George Baxter looked at Henrietta and sighed. This was an unexpected turn of events, but a very lucky one for him. He would miss this pretty, plump, shy, middle-aged woman and what could have been. But in his line of work, life left no space for romance.  
 
    Now that he would have a chance to own #9, he would have all the time in the world to look for the chest with the gold bars, and the paintings, and everything else his father had stolen and stashed away.  
 
    He returned his attention to Henrietta. She looked lovely indeed, and he just had to tell her that one last time.  
 
    “By the way, have I told you how ravishing you look today?” George Baxter asked, smiling, extending his arm to gently touch a lock of her once-magnificent hair. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 79. That Smile 
 
    Henrietta walked George Baxter to the door. As she watched his back, she felt poignantly that this was the end of a period of her life. She would never see him again. 
 
    It had been strange, this imaginary relationship that she had had with her lodger, that in a way had brought about cataclysmic changes into her life.  
 
    She wanted to stop him, to look into his deep, mesmerizing eyes one last time, to see if she was ready to let him go. But she knew—deep down—that all was as it should be. The feelings between them were so intangible that nothing would ever be built upon them. 
 
    George Baxter, she remembered fondly, had—for the briefest of  moments—filled her life with excitement and adventure, and with the joy of being alive. Even if he was strange and secretive, and somewhat pompous, she did owe him that. Had she genuinely felt something like love for him? Or had it just been a moment of loneliness?  
 
    As if George Baxter had known that she was thinking of him, he turned around and faced her, standing on the stoop, and she reached out one hand and touched his arm ever so gently. 
 
    “You saved my life, Mr. Baxter,” she said. “And I’ll be forever grateful.” She smiled at him wistfully. 
 
    Then, for the briefest of seconds, the sun shone on her lodger’s face and illumined his eyes. Henrietta gasped softly. For those few seconds, George Baxter’s eyes had shone with a cold and cruel glint that made her recoil.  
 
    It had lasted just a few seconds, and the malice she saw in him immediately shifted back to his usual friendly self. But the impression remained. She did remember that one time when she’d gone upstairs to tell him something, and he had dismissed her so callously. It had scared her then how cruel he could be and remembering that now frightened her. As she watched him standing there, next to her—smiling now—a shiver of premonition rushed through her. This was a dangerous man that, for her own self-preservation she had no business remaining friends with. Whatever it took, she needed to get far away from him and not leave a forwarding address. 
 
    She stood for another minute or so, waving goodbye as he descended the steps, and then—once he was safely out of sight—she rushed inside and bolted the door. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    [image: ]


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Stranger in the Attic by Agnes Makóczy.  
 
    Ridgewood, NJ 07450. 
 
      
 
    www.Agnes-Makoczy.com  
 
      
 
    © 2020 Agnes Makóczy 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permissions contact: 
 
      
 
    help@Agnes-Makoczy.com 
 
      
 
    Cover by: 
 
    https://wallhere.com/en/wallpaper/1552899 
 
    http://www.ifreewallpaper.com/wallpapers_download/mobile/360_640_wallpapers/20110404/B/B_lonelystre_qkk8cv2h.jpg  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
AGNES MAKOCZY

in the Olfth**
(ol





images/00001.jpeg
If you have a chance, please leave a review,
because reviews really help me to reach new
readers!






