
PROLOGUE 

I remember the day so vividly. It was the first time I’d ever had the chance to enter that 

forbidden door. 

It was the tenth anniversary of my mother’s unsolved murder.  Every year, when September 

rolls around, the same feeling creeps into my body. It’s not voluntary, it happens on its own. If I could do 

something about it, I would. For the last ten years I’ve dreaded the beginning of Fall until the salvation 

of October comes to resuscitate me. Pumpkins, ghosts, and cut out witches are literally the best things I 

ever see when the Halloween month hits. 

Ten years.  All those hot, Georgia summer nights that cause my chest to compress. All those 

nights I wondered if my next breath would come; did I even want it to? A decade of vibrant fall mornings 

where I waited for the bus and longed for the dead silence of winter.  It’s in the dead months of winter 

when I feel most alive.  

After the death of Mom, the closet in her bedroom was locked with an impassable, bolted latch.  

Rarely, only under extremely sentimental occasions would Dad open the door, but never in my 

presence.  “You don’t need to see that, Sophia,” he’d tell me when I asked. I’d always hear it, though. 

The bolt made an unmistakable noise, and I would always come to their bedroom door to see if I could 

sneak a peek at what was beyond, as if it was a portal to Narnia or something. And it was almost always 

followed by sniffles and sobs from Dad.  

It’s September again. Today, as the school bus rolled slowly in front of our home, I eyed the 

tawny cottage through the window.  To tourists it must seem tranquil, but it annoys me. We should 

have moved out of this house.  Far, far away, to a big city somewhere, away from the backwoods of 

Georgia.  Then I wouldn’t have to step over the spot every day.  It turns my stomach, having to walk 

through the actual room where Mother lost her life; it drives me crazy. 



Turner County, Georgia is now recognized for it, the unsolved murder of Daisy Lynn Binder.  The 

town of Buckland wouldn’t be as much as a speck on the map if it weren’t for the case. Or so I’ve been 

told. 

 The bus made a complete stop. I glanced to the substitute driver as I rose from my seat. He sat 

silently, stuffed behind the wheel, staring expressionless at the road ahead.  The chattering of fellow 

schoolmates continues as usual as I stepped towards the bus doors folding open. I whispered a goodbye 

and thanked him for driving. He grunted and stared straight ahead. Not even a look. 

The Georgia sun felt like it was leaning against my body, its brightness making me squint. 

Another reason I wouldn’t mind moving. My stomach churned again as the bus pulled away, and I began 

the short trip to my house. As I neared the flowerbed, the daisies seemed to call me.  She loves me, she 

loves me not, swam through my mind.  I looked up into the sky.  An oak tree in the front yard blocked 

the sun, causing it to peek between the leaves and branches. Beads of sweat already started to 

accumulate on my forehead.  

Turning away from the flower patch, I continued to the porch. The spiral spring of the screen 

door creaked out to me as I stretched it to its limit while opening its door wide. It recanted by slamming 

shut behind me, making me jump. 

A subtle whimper stole my attention. Cyrus, my dog, watched through the screened entrance. 

He approached me and I pet him.  

“Promise not to tell anyone about that and I’ll give you all the treats you want.” 

Dogs can’t talk, I know. There’s just something soothing about having someone to talk to. School 

is, well school. I had friends, but none were there for me like Cyrus. He seemed to understand me, 

though; his tail wagged, and he licked my hand. As I went to the door, he walked in a circle in excited 

anticipation. The smell of his breath suddenly floods my nose. They really need to invent some sort of 



toothpaste for dogs. I held the main door to the house open for him; he entered the house as if he 

owned it. 

Off-white walls lined the interior of my house. My shoes thudded on the large, plank wood 

floors as I passed the sitting area of the living room. The love seats and couches were left exactly as 

mother arranged them, welcoming in anyone who entered through the front door. We usually used the 

back. I passed the living room without much more than a glance. 

French doors opened to the dining room. The square table sat six, which I never understood. 

There weren’t six members of our family, and we never had just enough guests to fit on the table. There 

were always many, many more. Artwork and framed family photos decorated the walls. Another room 

created by mother. 

I walked past it all to head to the next room, the kitchen. Granite countertops and oak cabinets 

with a smooth white tile created a homey aura. The four-burner stove was immaculate. Mother was 

always adamant that the stove be clean. “…or you’ll burn the house down,” she always used to say. Or 

at least that’s what Father told me. I wasn’t even old enough to reach the knobs back when she was 

alive.  

I searched the kitchen for a snack, settling on a PB&J. Cyrus hung around, waiting for me to 

make good on my promise. I took my sandwich to the table, lifting it to take a big, hunger-fulfilling bite 

as I wondered where Father was.  Something off keel caught my eye. 

My father’s white bedroom door, which I could see from the table, was ajar. Through it I could 

see his closet door standing wide open.  The combination lock dangled open on the latch.  I lower my 

sandwich and look toward the front door. 

My mind warned me to leave it. This could be a test; surely father was somewhere around. His 

car wasn’t in the driveway, though. Cyrus was anxious too, following me a few paces behind. I 

proceeded into Father’s room. 



Two windows in his room are covered by cream colored curtains that let an angelic glow fill the 

room with sunlight at this time of day. The room smelled of faint cologne and musk. I took a critical look 

around, my eyes locking on the bed. It was neatly made. Father wasn’t here. I beelined to the closet 

quickly, fearing the walls would somehow block my way. 

I look ahead, unable to hide my awe. My mother’s personal belongings lived in this closet with 

mothballs.  Father left her things, it seemed; dust and cobwebs settled on some. A shrine was along the 

far wall of the walk-in closet, with pictures and small jewelry boxes atop the marble topped chest that 

was almost as tall as me. My eyes found a few dresses that looked untouched. I pulled out a yellow sun 

dress with daisy shaped buttons. I twirled with it against my body. Something moved behind me and I 

squeaked, dropping the dress in fright. 

A mirror reflected my fearful expression. Taking a deep breath to settled my nerves, I picked up 

the dress and pressed it against my body again. Holding it to my shoulders, it appeared to be a good fit. I 

walked out of the closet and laid it on the end of Father’s bed, returning to pull out more.  

Mother made these dresses.   I danced with the yellow and white garment pressed to my chest.  

Ignoring the star-cross feeling, I admired myself in the mirror.  My eyes inadvertently moved from the 

mirror to the reflection. Something caught my attention beside the shrine. 

I turned, moving some clothes to the side to get a better look. Something big slid out and 

dropped to my feet, causing me to jump again in fright. It plopped open, showcasing photos of Mom 

and Dad. Taking another nerve-settling breath, I picked up the photo album. Another thing dropped out, 

but this time I don’t react in fear. A small diary had fallen to my feet. 

That’s enough fright for me. Swiftly, I picked up the diary and stacked it on top of the photo 

album.  I swung around and scooped the dresses, taking the loot to my bedroom. 

The dress was a perfect fit.  I couldn’t stop looking at myself the mirror.  Squinting, I tried to 

envision the image in the mirror was my mother. 



I plopped on the corner of the bed and bend the cover back to the album.  A single black and 

white picture centered the first page.  It’s a professional photograph of a family.  A man with thick 

rimmed glasses in a suit posed next to a woman in a dark dress with a wide collar. A small child in a lace 

garment posed between them.  I recognize my mother’s hand writing.  It labeled the man as George.  

The woman and child are identified as Lilly and Daisy.  I studied the photo, analyzing my mother’s 

handwriting.  It was amazing.  I have a stack of letters from where my mother corresponded with my 

father during their courtship.  I wondered if I could ever script letters that handsome. 

I don’t remember my grandparents’ names.  Folks don’t speak to me about my mother.  They 

want my mom to rest peacefully, they say.  How peaceful can a murdered person rest? 

My mind shifted as my hand instinctively turned the page.  A newspaper clipping with a bold 

heading: “Thot Escapes Injury in Fatal Crash”.  A photo of a mangled vehicle follows.  A snapshot of a 

gravestone marked ‘Christen’ shared the same page.  The names George and Lillian were barely legible.   

The next page was a photograph of a young Daisy.  Mother had dark locks in the picture and a 

simple cotton dress.  My image is standing next to a sign that read ‘Millstone Orphanage established 

1921’.  Oddly enough, my mother is smiling.  My belly churns with hunger, or is it anxiety as I deliberate 

who the photographer was?  Had they told a joke?  The face in the photograph looked happy. 

My father’s truck drove past the window.  I pushed the photo album to the side and hung a 

smile under my nose.  I pulled at the hem of the dress, wanting to look flawless perched on the corner of 

the bed.   

I heard his apologetic voice as the back door swung open. “Sophie…. I’m sorry I wasn’t here 

when you got home….”  His voice dissipated.  He stood in my door way eyeing me obliquely as I sit 

before him in my mother’s dress.  His expression withered the smile from my face.   

He turned and I watched his back as he disappeared.  I could hear him in his closet before he 

rushed back into my room. “Where is it?”  he demanded.   



I wonder who this man is; I had never seen this side of him before.  His eyes study the girl in the 

yellow dress and then move to the open photo album on the bed.  I stood up, shocked; he was the one 

who left the closet door open for me to find.  He scoops the books up into his arms.  “You know better.”  

His tone was sharp. “How could you?” 

 His expression keeps me frozen.  I made an effort to speak, “D-Daddy,” my words stuttered, “I 

thought you would like it if I wore momma’s dress.  See? It fits me perfectly.”  I swayed my shoulders as I 

felt my body go weak. 

My father disappeared with the books squeezed to his chest. I heard the closet door shut and 

the hard click of the lock.  He returned a short time later carrying more dresses from the closet.  “You 

can have these.  She… bequeathed them to you,”  he offered in a tone that was more like his usual self.  

Again, he disappeared. 

And I felt like I betrayed the only family I have left. 


