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They're not gonna grow up without a fight.




1974. Ozzy's about to be a father. Augie's got a huge house to build. 

Just a few years out of high school, neither of them want to work this hard. They'd rather live outside the law and stick it to the Man, man.

 But over the course of one turbulent year, lifelong friends Ozzy and Augie have no choice but to face adulthood. 

It might take more than a little "hoodoo voodoo", a couple ghosts, a surly pregnant wife, strange moon-eyed men, a lot of bluegrass music, three bears, a catamount, and some slick fix-it skills for Augie and a lot of quick talking for Ozzy for these two fellas to make it through all of this with their friendship—and their sanity—intact.

A wild, genre-spanning ride of a novel covering a mostly forgotten era, set high in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Featuring characters from the Finder Team mystery series, fifty years earlier!
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Chapter One

Take Back the Mountain


On a chilly day in late March of 1974, Ozzy Mayer decided to take back Mayer Mountain with the help of his buddy Augie Shepherd. 

The day started at half past eight, when Augie came roaring up the steep dirt road to Ozzy's bachelor pad, a sad yellow trailer perched on a tiny spit of land halfway up the mountain. The trailer looked like it was starting to cave in on itself, as if it was tired from the effort of clinging to the steep rock face for the past few years. 

Augie goosed the horn and, for good measure, revved the engine of his sky-blue '65 Ford F100. He had the idle of his beloved pickup tweaked too high, as usual, and "Bennie and the Jets" was blasting from the tinny speakers of his truck's radio. He cranked down his window halfway, inhaling the cool air.

He'd resigned himself to diving into whatever new scheme Ozzy had concocted for them today. Neither of them had held down a steady job for months, and what little money Augie had saved was about to peter out. Ozzy's money-making plans were starting to wear thin.

With the brim of his bright green John Deere cap pulled down almost over his eyes, Augie ran a bony hand through his thin, dishwater-blond beard that almost reached the top buttons of his blue work shirt. He'd been skinny as a rail all his life, and even in his early 20s, he still couldn't put on weight to save his life. 

While he waited, Augie thought about Janice from the hospital. She'd mentioned something about meeting at Pepper's for drinks and dinner later this week. Maybe she'd agree to go see "High Plains Drifter" at the Appalachian Theater afterwards. If Augie behaved. 

At last, Ozzy burst out of his trailer and—in typical Ozzy fashion—announced something as soon as he emerged. 

Leaving the screen door hanging askew in his wake, he stood there at the splintery edge of his front deck a moment longer after speaking, his hands on his hips as he stared out at the Blue Ridge Mountains surrounding them. A big man at just over six feet tall and pushing two thirty, Ozzy flipped his long brown hair out of his face. His green-and-blue checkered shirt was untucked and open to his hairy chest, which was protected from the elements by his foot-long beard. To Augie it looked like the big man was posing for a picture.

And thanks to his loud music and his even louder truck engine, Augie hadn't heard a word of Ozzy's pronouncement.

Ozzy held his heroic pose a second longer, and then with an exasperated exhalation, he dropped his hands from his hips, fumbled down the two misshapen steps leading from his deck, and spat on the dead grass next to Augie's pickup. 

"G'morning!" Augie hollered over the roar of the engine and Bennie and the Jets.

Ozzy glared at him and dropped onto the passenger seat, making the whole truck shake and squeak. He immediately switched the radio station to country, where Waylon was bragging about being a ramblin' man.

"Man, I was enjoying that song," Augie said. Ozzy was always flipping his switches, and Augie was getting tired of it.

"Never mind that goofy Elton John piano crap." 

Before Augie could put his truck in gear, Ozzy sat up a bit straighter, making the shocks in the truck groan again. 

He turned to look Augie directly in the eye.

"Today," he said, "we're taking back the mountain."

Augie met Ozzy's bloodshot blue gaze and felt a familiar shifting sensation in his mind. Something clicked into place, as if the flash bulb from a camera had just gone off, and the world now made sense after that sudden jolt of light. 

He immediately started nodding his head, his frustrations and annoyances with his lifelong buddy gone, just like that.

"Outta sight," Augie said with a hi-pitched giggle. "Finally."

Ozzy grinned and then rubbed his forehead, as if he had a sudden headache coming on. 

"Let's roll, my man."

Still nodding, Augie got started on a painful ten-point turn, brakes and engine squealing as he very, very carefully wormed his way back out of Ozzy's short driveway, which ended just five feet from a sheer drop straight down to Highway 105.

As soon as he had the car turned, his forehead moist with sweat despite the forty-degree air streaming in his half-open window, Augie began turning the big Ford's wheel to the right, aiming up Mayer Mountain. 

But before he could start the ascent, Ozzy slapped his right hand off the wheel. The truck swerved and Augie screamed, high and fast, convinced they were going over the edge.

"Not that way, dipshit," Ozzy spat as he grabbed the wheel and effortlessly corrected the swerve to keep them on the road. "We gotta get provisions first. And do a little paperwork."

Augie peered through the lightning-shaped crack in his windshield at the gray-white sky opening up ahead of them. His front wheels couldn't have been more than a foot from the drop-off. He felt like barfing.

"Now you tell me, smart-ass," he said. "You need a guard rail or a damn wall there. I hate your friggin' driveway."

"Never bothered me," Ozzy said, pulling out his little leatherbound notebook from the pocket of his new Wranglers. 

Probably because you never fricking drive anywhere, Augie thought.

He threw his truck into first and pulled the Ford's steering wheel hard to the left. They began creeping down Mayer Lane, an impossibly steep dirt road that ran right up the side of the mountain. They inched past the lane leading to the house belonging to Ozzy's brother Harry a quarter mile below, followed by a sharp hairpin turn, and then the Christmas tree farm owned by Ozzy's father at the bottom. It was like going downhill on a roller coaster, except at about five miles an hour. 

"Hate this whole mountain," Augie muttered to himself, low enough under the groaning of his truck so he knew Ozzy couldn't hear him. His hands ached from gripping the steering wheel so hard. "You can keep it for yourself, for all I care."


* * * * *


High school seemed like just yesterday to Augie Shepherd, though it was already half a decade ago. 

Those were the days in the late '60s, strutting through the halls of Watauga High, owning the place with his big buddy Ozzy, the second-year senior. There were parties, girls, skipping school, driving their pickups around town, parties, swimming at Trashcan Falls, some fights, and more parties. With so much going on, Augie could never concentrate on his classes, and he was too easily distracted by girls and keeping up with his buddies to hit the books. His parents had always been too busy working on their hog farm near the Tennessee border and hitting the bottle at the end of the day to keep track of what their youngest son was up to during those years.

Then, right after graduation—which had almost failed to happen both for Augie and for Ozzy for the second time—the dark shadow of Vietnam fell on them both.

Augie's older brother Rubert had just turned twenty, and he had his single-digit lottery number picked immediately. He shipped off for Basic in May of '70, just a few days after Augie got his diploma. By June, Augie and Ozzy felt the clock ticking, and as poor young men living in rural Appalachia with no college prospects whatsoever, they knew their odds of getting shipped overseas were high.

So, hoping the world would forget about them, they decided to disappear. 

This, of course, had been Ozzy's idea. Augie, who had been so scared of getting sent off to fight, had been frozen in place, unable to act until Ozzy devised his plan to dodge the draft.

They lacked the funds to make a run for Canada or Mexico, so they slipped away into their own backyards. Ozzy's parents would leave care packages of bread, jars of peanut butter, and cans of sardines and beer at strategic locations in the dense woods behind the rows of fir trees that the Mayer family had cultivated at the base of the mountain. 

The two young men hunted and fished and camped in the ten acres of undeveloped forest around the mountain, moving their camp every week. They also did a lot of sleeping and drinking. Then their buddies Norman and Stillman heard about the plan and tried to join them. Soon there were six or seven of them out there in the woods, shooting their guns and drinking each other's beer, and they had to give it up before someone got killed. 

They came back to the real world ten months later, filthy and starving, hoping their luck with the draft would hold and the war would end soon.

Augie snapped out of his memories when they passed the town limit sign on their way into Boone, North Carolina. The radio had started playing "Sunshine on My Shoulder" by John Denver, and he was waiting for a tantrum by his passenger about the music.

He glanced at Ozzy. Instead of complaining about the overly mellow tunes, however, the big man was fiddling with his thick brown beard with one hand and tapping on his leather notebook with the other, deep in thought. 

Never a good sign, Augie knew.

"So what's the plan, boss?" he said over John Denver getting high off of sunlight.

Ozzy tugged at his beard for another few seconds, as if urging it to grow faster. His beard was easily four inches longer than Augie's thin blonde beard, and Augie knew he'd never catch up. He was always trailing behind Ozzy.

They passed a pair of hog farms, one on each side of the two-lane, and the sharp tang of pig shit made Augie's nostrils flare like a horse's. It made him think of home, where he never went back to visit his folks. And then they were in town, passing by drab ranch houses set back from the highway on patches of winter-dead grass, followed by a pair of new apartment complexes built for the growing college crowd attending Appalachian State, which sat just a mile ahead of them in downtown Boone.

"Let's go to Farmer's Hardware first," Ozzy said at last. "You're gonna open an account for your construction company."

"What?" Augie spat, and then he immediately swerved his truck hard to the left to avoid hitting a sleepy-looking orange cat crossing the road. "Shit-cat!"

"You can say that again," Ozzy said, coughing out a laugh. "Shoulda crunched it, man."

Augie took a couple shaky breaths, feeling glad nobody had been on the road coming at him when he crossed the middle line. They were in town now, surrounded by stores topped with apartments on King Street, with a few students here and there on the sidewalks, decked out like hippies in their flowing dresses, bell bottoms, and earth-toned coats, heading to campus on foot. Many of them were actually barefoot despite the chilly temps.

Augie goosed the brakes, turned down the radio, and glanced at Ozzy.

"You said somethin' about a construction company?"

Ozzy swung his left hand and smacked Augie in the chest with his leatherbound notebook. 

"Your company, my man. You're moving up in the world, Augustus Shepherd."

They passed the red-brick buildings of App State's campus and pulled up to the old hardware store. Augie killed the engine with one last roar of the muffler and waited for a backfire. It was a little one, more like a toot, but it still made him cringe. Ozzy just barked out harsh laugh.

Augie turned to Ozzy with the one-word question he'd asked his old buddy a hundred— maybe a thousand—times before:

"How?" 

Ozzy was already out of the truck and stomping up to the front doors. He turned on his heel and struck another heroic pose, hairy chest out and toothy smile wide.

"Connections," he said. "That's how. Now get your ass in here, boss man. We got work to do today."

"Work?" Augie said to himself, grudgingly pushing his way out of the safe confines of his truck, which was ticking louder than a time bomb as the engine cooled. "I don't like the sound of that."


* * * * *


They left the hardware store fifteen minutes later with a pair of hammers, two boxes of common nails, and the first official contract for the Augustus Shepard Construction Company, which was currently folded up and tucked away in Augie's jeans pocket. To Augie it felt like it weighed half a ton, and the fact that Ozzy had misspelled his last name on the contract nagged at him. 

"Where'd you get that G.C. license number, anyways?" he asked Ozzy as he pulled away from the hardware store with more velocity than was truly needed.

"If I said 'Harry'," Ozzy began, "would you be surprised? He knew a general contractor from over in Vilas who was retiring, and Harry copied it down when the old fart wasn't looking. Now you got yourself a legit business, Augie! You see? It pays to have a brother working for the law. Every now and then."

Augie nodded with a grimace, wishing he hadn't asked.

"Now we can head back to the top of the mountain," Ozzy said.

"What about breakfast?" Augie said. Typically he wouldn't ask, but signing that contract had unnerved him, and Ozzy owed him something for that. "I'm starving, man."

"You treating?" 

Ozzy gave Augie another one of his long looks as they paused at a Stop sign. 

Augie caught the look and once again felt something shift in his head. A flash bulb went off, and he let out a laugh. His worries about committing fraud—or worse, having to actually work every day—were immediately forgotten.

"My treat!" he said, nodding like a lunatic. He didn't have much cash in his old wallet, but it was impossible to say no to Ozzy when he was all fired up like this. 

In fact, Augie couldn't remember ever being able to deny Ozzy when he gave him those unblinking, pale blue eyeballs. 

They drove a few blocks over to the Ham & Eggs Diner next to campus, and Ozzy rubbed his forehead all the way there. He'd gone strangely silent. Then he shook his furry head like a dog and seemed like himself again. Augie wondered if the guy had a tumor or something like that. 

Once inside the crowded breakfast place, after shaking hands with nearly everyone in the diner like a politician, Ozzy commandeered a table near the windows and ordered a stack of pancakes, two sides of bacon, some country ham, three over-easy eggs, OJ, and coffee.

Augie, who'd been busy adding up the prices on the menu in his head as fast as he could, ordered himself a coffee. He couldn't believe he'd volunteered to pay today. Again.

"Those sons of bitches start framing today," Ozzy said as soon as Virginia, their curvy waitress, scribbled down their mismatched orders on her pad and headed away. "Foundation's done, and the house is gonna be big." 

Augie nodded, distracted by Virginia walking back to the kitchen.

"Bet it'll be nice up there, with that view and all."

"Augie," Ozzy said. He stopped scribbling in his leather book and slapped it closed on the scratched wooden tabletop. "You ain't been paying attention, dipshit."

Augie fiddled with the long, thin strands of his beard, feeling his face grow hot. Virginia slipped two white mugs of black coffee onto the table between them without a word and wiggled away again.

Ozzy shook his head and tapped on his book, agitated. 

"I tell ya, man, the way we had it set up, we owned just enough land to keep anyone from building anywhere on the mountain. So long as we kept control of the damn road. I could shoot my great-granddad for selling those two acres—with road access, for shit's sake—at the top of the mountain back in the '20s, that old drunk. Guess he thought nobody'd be crazy enough to try and build up there."

"Can't believe he sold it," Augie murmured, having forgotten the details of that long-ago transaction, though Ozzy had recapped it for him multiple times lately, ever since the crew had started digging the foundation up there.

Ozzy froze with his coffee mug two inches from his mouth. His eyes narrowed. 

"So you think he should've gone to prison with all the other riffraff? The man was caught dead to rights running moonshine and hooch during Prohibition. He was looking to spend the rest of his days in jail. But Great-Granddad did what we Mayers do best: he used what he had and he made a deal."

Augie nodded just as Virginia plopped down three heaping plates in front of Ozzy, along with a big glass of orange juice. She refilled Ozzy's coffee and gave Augie a pitying look. She was good friends with Janice at the hospital.

"You sure you don't want anything, Augustus? An omelet, maybe? You look like you could use a good breakfast. Gettin' awful skinny."

Augie shook his head, and Ozzy barked out his coughing laugh.

"Just some more coffee, Ginny, if you don't mind," Augie said, ignoring the sudden rumble in his belly. Ozzy was going to breakfast me to death today, he thought.

The big man busied himself with demolishing his food, sopping up egg yolks with pancakes and taking his time nibbling bacon down to his greasy fingertips. 

Augie couldn't watch. He let his gaze wander around the diner at the half-dozen white-haired men perched around old Doc Mathers at the bar. From the sound of it, they were arguing about Nixon and just how big of a crook he was, plus the communists and the price of oil, pretty much all at once. He nodded at a couple of the guys at the other tables in the little diner, none of them wearing suits or ties, just baseball caps, work shirts, jeans, and boots. Augie knew every one of the men by name.

That'll be me up there one day, he thought, watching Doc slap the photo of Nixon on the front page of the Watauga Democrat at the bar. In like a hundred years. 

Five noisy minutes later, Ozzy dropped his fork onto a now-empty plate with a clatter, followed by a long belch.

"Send that to the kitchen," he said to nobody in particular, with a barking laugh. 

He pushed back from the table to light a Marlboro and tossed the still-lit match onto the table. It burned a tiny circle of black into the faded brown wood before it went out in a puff of smoke. 

"Nothing like a good, hot breakfast," the big man said philosophically, blowing smoke up toward the ceiling like a smokestack. "Remember those mornings in the woods when all we had to eat was those goddamn peanut butter sandwiches? If I never see a tub of Peter Pan again, I'll die a happy man."

Augie laughed. He still loved a PB&J sandwich. He could've used one or two of them right now, to be honest.

"It did the trick, though, didn't it?" Ozzy continued. "Kept us out of the shit. Not sure ol' Rubert will ever be the same, though. He's lucky he made it back in one piece."

Augie's throat suddenly felt tight and dry, and he waved at Virginia for another coffee refill. His older brother hadn't said a word about his time in the war. He just played his old guitar or fiddle on the front porch of their parents' farm house. These days, Rubert hardly ever sang like he used to. He just strummed the strings all day long.

"Dodging the draft, poaching that ginseng over by Seven Devils, harvesting Christmas trees on our own and selling 'em..." Ozzy's eyelids had grown heavy after his hefty breakfast, and he sounded like he was talking in his sleep. "We got a good setup here, Augie old boy. Who needs to work for the Man and give up all your freedom, y'know?"

Virginia gave Augie some more coffee along with the check, generously folded in half so that Augie didn't have to see the damage right away. 

He'd just taken a sip when Ozzy sat up straight across from him, suddenly wide awake.

"About time," Ozzy said, just as a policeman in a tan uniform and big brown hat dropped into the chair right next to an unsuspecting Augie.

"Shitfire," Augie hissed, nearly spitting hot coffee across the table. "Snuck up on me, Harry."

"Good to see you, too," said Ozzy's older brother, a deputy in the Boone Police Department. He took off his wide-brimmed hat and set it on the table in front of him, smoothing down his dark-brown hair, then fiddling with his drooping walrus mustache. 

He looked over at Augie and winked. "How's the construction business treating ya?"

"I don't—" Augie began and then stopped, afraid to incriminate himself. He never felt comfortable around Harry.

"Ah, your secret's safe with me, buddy," Harry said with a dismissive wave in Augie's direction. "Anyways, I'm here to talk to my brother about our mountain."

Ozzy leaned in close, stubbing out his cigarette in one of his dirty plates and opening his little notebook to a fresh page. Augie could see bits of egg and pancake lodged in the big man's mustache and beard. 

"Whatcha got for me, Harry? Better be some good news, old hoss."

"I can confirm it's one of those rich bankers from Charlotte, building a vacation house up there. The son of a gun won't even be living up here full-time. What's the point of building a big, fancy house two and half hours from where you're actually living? It's a waste of land."

"Charlotte folks," Ozzy said, tapping on his notebook with a chewed-up ballpoint. "More money than sense. He ever come up here to supervise?"

Harry shrugged. "How am I supposed to know that?"

Ozzy answered with another of his patented looks. Augie could almost feel the tension crackling like heat lightning between the two brothers. 

Harry's face tightened, just for a second. Ozzy just stared at him, wordlessly, as his blue eyes seemed to grow wider, until they were like perfect circles. Finally Harry exhaled, and the tension broke in a flash.

"Fine," he said, clearing his throat and smoothing down his mustache once more. "I'll do some checking. Kinda doubt it, though."

"Check and make sure," Ozzy ordered, as if addressing a waiter. He rubbed his forehead for a second or two, and then he flipped back a few pages in his notebook, squinting at his scribbled handwriting. "So is old man Greene now working as the general contractor? I know the original guy backed out when he saw how steep the road was going up there. He didn't love the road like our man Augie here loves it."

Ozzy tipped a wink at Augie, and Augie remembered that day last week when they pulled out Ozzy's garden hose and watered down the stretch of road leading up to the construction site, turning the steep and narrow dirt road into a quagmire. He still hadn't gotten all the mud out of his jeans from that day.

"Greene's got his son working it nowadays," Harry said, waving at Virginia for a menu. "Kid's younger'n you two jokers. Probably his first G.C. job. Green as a Greene, ya know what I mean?" 

Harry tried to elbow Augie, but all he hit was air since Augie was leaning so far away from him that he was almost horizontal. Harry sighed. 

"And that's all I got."

Ozzy nodded, closed his notebook, and slid his pen into his shirt pocket. Virginia dropped by to pass Harry a menu and clear away the last of Ozzy's cups and plates and Augie's lone coffee mug.

"That's all, huh?" Ozzy said when Virginia hurried off to another table, all three men watching her leave this time. "You didn't learn anything else new?"

Harry gave Ozzy an exasperated look. "That's it. Why? What did you learn?"

Ozzy just smiled and riffled the sheets of his notebook. He refused to meet his older brother's gaze. Augie wished he was sitting at any other table, or maybe even up there at the bar, arguing with Doc Mathers. Harry was no fun when he was on the clock.

Finally, the elder Mayer let out a snort.

"Well, you're welcome, little brother," Harry said. "I did all that digging for you while I was supposed to be filing reports this morning."

"Sucks to be you, brother," Ozzy said. He stood up and smoothed out his beard, sending crumbs flying. "We gotta go. C'mon, Augie."

Augie gave Harry a wide berth as he walked around him and headed for the door.

"Ungrateful bastards," Harry muttered, shaking his head. "Keep on steppin'…"

"Pass me that bill," Ozzy muttered right before they got to the cash register.

"What?" Augie said. He already had his wallet out. "Why?"

Ozzy snagged the bill from Augie's hand and put on his biggest grin for Virginia at the cash register. 

"Harry's got this," he said, giving her an intense look, right in the eyes. As if daring her to question him. Both Augie and Ozzy knew that cops ate for free anywhere in town.

Virginia gave a quick laugh and began punching numbers with a clattering of keys on the register.

"Gotcha, darling," she said, winking at Augie as he hurried past. "Y'all stay out of trouble today."

"Ha," Ozzy said, swiping his long hair off his forehead. "Not a chance, Ginny."

"You mean I could've actually ordered some food for breakfast…" Augie began, trailing behind Ozzy on their way out the door. "Damn."

Outside, the sun had come out and slowly burned away the cool in the air. Despite his hunger and irritation at Ozzy, Augie was glad to get to hang on to all the cash in his wallet instead of using it to pay for Ozzy's huge breakfast and his coffee. 

"So why today?" he said to Ozzy's back, without thinking. "Why we taking back the mountain today? Why not next week? Next month?"

Ozzy stopped so suddenly that Augie slammed right into him and just about fell over. It was like hitting a brick wall. Ozzy turned and yanked him forward until they were just a few inches apart.

"You questioning me, Shepherd?

"Whoa!" Augie shouted, wriggling free with more than a little effort. "I was just curious, man."

Ozzy let go of Augie and stepped back.

"I can't wait any longer," he said in a softer voice. "Clock's ticking, dude."

Augie straightened his shirt and avoided his friend's gaze. His heart was pounding, and his neck burned from where his collar had been pulled tight by Ozzy's big bear paw of a hand. 

He climbed back into his truck on shaky legs and fired it up, feeling like this day was heading downhill with each passing second.

 Ozzy dropped heavily into the passenger seat and opened his leather notebook. He held it out to Augie.

"Look," he said.

"Look at what? I can't read your damn handwriting."

"It's a date. December 1st."

Augie looked down at the notebook and then looked up at Ozzy, waiting as patiently as he could for more information. He hated it when Ozzy pushed him around, using his size to his advantage. It was humiliating.

"It's a due date, dipshit. Christine's pregnant."

"Hot dog!" Augie slapped the steering wheel, letting out a surprised laugh. "You're gonna be a Dad. Congrats, man!"

"Yeah," Ozzy said softly. "Guess I gotta marry her, and soon. And I can't bring up a baby in my trailer, on just a half-acre of damn uneven land. See where I'm going with this, Augustus?"

Augie rubbed his growling stomach and did his best to put himself in Ozzy's big old boots. He snapped his fingers.

"You want that mountain for your new family! The whole damn mountain."

"Bingo!" Augie let out another coughing laugh and pulled out his pack of Marlboros. "And I tell you what. I ain't gonna be taken advantage of by someone who thinks I'm just another dumb hillbilly, right on my own land. I'm gonna make that sonuvabitch pay."

"Damn straight," Augie said, caught up in his buddy's infectious energy. He punched the gas and backed out fast from the diner parking lot. "Let's go take back the mountain! Also, I wanna be the kid's godfather. Deal?"

Ozzy just laughed and looked out his window as the familiar streets of their hometown blurred past and the radio played "A Horse with No Name." The sun was out, and the clouds had burned away to show a bright blue sky above the bare winter trees and the mountains framing the horizon.

All the way back to Mayer Mountain, Augie was painfully aware that Ozzy had failed to respond to his request to be a godfather.


* * * * *


This time, Ozzy let Augie drive all the way up to the very top of the mountain. 

The thick swaths of wild rhododendrons were still weeks away from blooming on either side of the steep dirt road, which had dried into deep ruts since last week's watering. Augie dropped his truck into first as soon as they passed Ozzy's sad yellow trailer at the midway point of the mountain. 

He was convinced his truck wasn't going to make it up the last half mile of road leading up to the peak. He had a recurring nightmare of driving his truck past Ozzy's place, and the dirt road kept getting steeper and steeper, until the nose of the big truck just lifted off the ground and sent the truck tipping backwards to land on its roof. But in the dream, the tipping-over part never stopped. His big blue Ford just kept falling backwards until Augie woke with a strangled scream, and he'd give up trying to sleep for the rest of that night.

Today, however, as the sun crept toward noon, his truck defied gravity and carried them up to the nearly mile-high worksite, where three trucks and four men waited for them. 

The pickups—two muddy and rusty, one impossibly clean and barely two years old—were parked nose-in at varying angles around a deep, thirty-foot-wide hole in the ground that had been lined with concrete and cinderblocks. Piles of rocky dirt rose up like a burial site all around the fresh foundation, and newly cut trees, some close to sixty or seventy feet long, lay like oversized tombstones around the property. 

A majestic chestnut tree, with branches stretching nearly a hundred feet from one side to another, stood at the very top of the property.

Soft, incredibly fast banjo music filled the air, and Augie smiled. The music came from the bed of the old brown Chevy truck that belonged to Ozzy's buddy Stillman. Augie's dark-haired brother Rubert sat on the wheel well of the truck, picking out what sounded like "Foggy Mountain Breakdown" on a banjo that Augie had never seen before. Rubert's fingers were flying at high speed as he played.

Stillman stood at the edge of the big new basement with a sour-looking man named Norman, both of them smoking cigarettes and glaring at the shiny new Dodge pickup on Augie's left.

"Would you look at what we have here?" Ozzy said. "Park right behind that boy and his Dodge. Little closer. Little closer. There."

Augie got less than a foot from the new truck before he killed the engine. He gritted his teeth, waiting for a backfire. Chevy men for life, Stillman and Norman loved to harass him about his Ford. But the backfire never came. Augie exhaled with relief.

"Grab them hammers and nails," Ozzy said, and then he was out of the truck and heading towards the too-clean pickup in front of them.

A young man with short red hair emerged from the other pickup, his face flushed with anger and what looked like more than a little fear. He had a clipboard fat with papers in one hand and a wooden baseball bat in the other.

"Ozzy," the man said. "I got a truckload of wood frames coming up here, along with my crew, any minute now. You and your buddies need to head back down to your place. Got no room for you fellas up here."

"Ben Greene," Ozzy said, holding out a hand that the other man refused to shake. "You didn't hear the news?"

Ben looked from Ozzy to Augie, who had moved just a few steps away from his truck, holding the paper bag of hammers and nails from Farmer's Hardware and feeling like a clueless idiot. 

"What news?" Ben said at last, eyeing Stillman and Norman as the two of them inched closer with their cigarettes and scowls.

"There's been a bit of a change of plan," Ozzy said with a coughing laugh.

"Just a bit," Norman said, now standing to the right of Ozzy. He was a wiry black-haired fellow five years older than Ozzy, and when he wasn't drinking or smoking a fat doobie, he was the best builder in the area. Meticulous and sharp, but mean as a snake after a couple beers or joints. Nothing seemed to mellow out Norman.

"Tiny change of plans," Stillman added, now standing on Ozzy's left. Dark-complected and squinty-eyed, Stillman didn't have much of a personality, but he was always around when Ozzy had need of a laborer or some muscle. Augie never turned his back on Stillman.

The air seemed to go out of Ben Greene now that he was truly surrounded.

"Okay, what's going on, Ozzy?"

"Ah, man," Ozzy began, enjoying himself now as he took on a fake-compassionate tone. "They should've told you last week. Your man in Charlotte, well... he's going with another crew." Ozzy reached into his jeans pocket for his little leather notebook. "Dang, this is sure uncomfortable. Look, buddy, we're taking over this build. Augie here's the general contractor now."

Ben let out a sharp laugh that Augie hoped wasn't at his expense.

"Ozzy, you are so full of shi—" 

Ben stopped in mid-swear as Stillman and Norman stepped forward in unison. Augie watched the young guy struggle for control of this situation. Having been the clueless partner in so many of Ozzy's schemes in his life, he felt a pang of sympathy for the kid. 

From where he stood a good ten feet away from the four other men, he could still hear soft banjo notes floating across the cool air, coming from his brother. Rubert was completely oblivious to the takeover happening up here.

A cool breeze picked up at the top of Mayer Mountain, sending the stink of cheap cigarettes toward Augie from Norman and Stillman. Rubert kept playing, faster now, and a little bit louder.

Ozzy broke the stalemate at last by pointing at Augie.

"Augie's got the paperwork and his G.C. number," he said, peering down at the shorter, younger man in front of him. "Show him, Augie."

Augie pulled the new contract with the hardware store from his pocket, but Ben Greene wasn't interested.

"Come on, Ozzy," Ben said, resting the top of his baseball bat on the muddy ground. "I got a truckload of lumber coming up here any minute. I got work to do up here."

"Nah, we took care of that, too. We were down at Farmer's this morning, and Augie here canceled that shipment for you. We don't wanna rush this build. We want to do it just right. Oh, and you're welcome," Ozzy added with a coughing laugh.

Ben looked like a high school
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