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The Wanderer of Twilight Mountain


Prologue

March 1898

The child reached for the stake in her father’s heart.

“No, Mary,” said Elizabeth Craven, gently pushing her hand aside.

The girl, perhaps thirteen years of age, stared at her mother, eyes questioning. “But why not, Mother?”

The old woman’s face was stern. “Because I said so.”

The other girls who stood around the kitchen table swapped uneasy glances, then went back to the task of bathing their father’s body.

After it was done, they dressed him in a white cotton shirt and his finest Sunday suit of black broadcloth. Even in death, Josiah Craven was an impressive and intimidating man. He was well over six feet tall and thin as a cadaver, but it was his face that had once been his most powerful tool. The firm jaw, the head of iron-gray hair, the thick mustache and bushy eyebrows—all had stood out starkly during the many fire-and-brimstone sermons he had given at the helm of a pulpit. But it was his eyes—bluish-gray and as fiery as the noonday sun—that had scared countless souls into salvation… as well as damnation. Those eyes were hidden now, beneath still lids, but the memory of them remained in the minds of those who stood there, his wife most of all.

A knock came at the back door. Elizabeth turned to find her eldest son, Thomas, standing there. “The pastor’s here, Mother,” he said. “He’d like to speak with you.”

The woman nodded solemnly. She studied the face of the boy. He stared at the lifeless body of his father, showing nary a sign of emotion. Usually, a mixture of respect and dread would gleam in his eyes in the presence of the man. But his father was gone now, and so was the fear Thomas had endured for the eighteen years of his life.

“Have you and your brothers finished your work?” she asked. The sound of saws and hammers had grown quiet a half hour before.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, unable to hide the satisfaction in his voice. “The casket is ready.”

“Did you build it the way I said?”

The boy nodded. “The heaviest of oak and the sturdiest of nails. It’ll last a thousand years. Maybe more.”

His mother blessed him with a smile. “You’ve done well. Bring it here to the house and help the girls finish up.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, then headed back to the barn, where his brothers were waiting.

Elizabeth Craven pulled her black shawl closer around her shoulders and stepped outside. The evening shadows thickened as that spring day of 1898 grew to a close. In the gloom, she could make out horse-drawn buggies and buckboard wagons parked along the mountain road. Beneath the big oak at the side of the Craven house stood a crowd of folks dressed in black suits and mourning veils: the members of her husband’s congregation. The very thought disgusted her. They had come out of tribute and grief, unaware that the man who had guided them, even baptized them into the glory of God, had been their worst enemy all along.

One man—a portly, balding fellow in a black suit and straight-brimmed hat—left the crowd and approached her. She knew him at once. He was Horace Massey, the pastor of Green Hollow, way down in the valley. She had not invited him, but he had come anyway, out of a sense of duty and, in Elizabeth’s opinion, meddlesomeness. His face was unsympathetic as he respectfully removed his hat and stood before her. Confrontation was on his mind, she could see it in his eyes. The old woman matched his glare with one of her own. Her mind was set and there was no changing it.

“What did you want to talk to me about, Pastor?” she asked.

“The injustice of your husband’s burial, Mrs. Craven,” he said. She could detect a hint of fury in his muddy brown eyes. “Reverend Craven’s congregation, they’re upset. They’ve called upon me to voice their outrage.”

“And why should they feel such a way?” countered Elizabeth. “My husband is dead and he is to be buried. It’s that simple.”

“But the way he is to be interred,” protested Massey. “That is what’s so disturbing to them. To be buried in the dead of night without as much as the benefit of a wake or even a period of mourning. And your denial of a blessing over his grave… well, frankly, Mrs. Craven, it isn’t fitting. Your husband was a devout servant of the Lord Almighty and a shepherd of these God-fearing people. I can’t help but believe that you are ignoring his wishes for a decent burial.”

The woman’s face held rock steady. “Josiah’s wishes were never my own,” she said.

The pastor’s round face reddened with anger. “What you are doing here is blasphemy, Mrs. Craven. Blasphemy, pure and simple!”

Elizabeth’s eyes flared. “Don’t talk to me of blasphemy, Horace Massey! If anyone knew of blasphemy in the name of the Lord, it was my husband. He was quite adept at it, in fact. He would preach of the rewards of Heaven and the tortures of Hell bright and early on Sunday morning, while every other night of the week he was indulging in sins of the flesh, fornicating with half the women in these here Smokies. And I can’t count the times I’ve chased him from the beds of his own daughters.”

“You can’t expect me to believe such lies,” said the pastor, looking a little uncomfortable.

“Believe it, Massey,” she told him. “He had Satan in his heart… even more so recently.”

The preacher grew silent for a moment. He thought of how Josiah Craven had been found: lying dead on the earthen floor of his own barn, the broken stalk of a bean pole through his heart. The story was that he had been forking hay to his cattle from the loft above when he’d lost his footing and been impaled by the pole. But there’d been some speculation in the village as to whether or not he had actually perished in such a manner.

“Tell me the truth, Mrs. Craven,” said Pastor Massey. “It’s been said that you are allowing Josiah to be buried along with the cause of his death, the very thing that killed him.”

“That’s correct,” she replied.

“But why?” he asked.

“That’s of my own affair,” she told him firmly. “If you and the others wish to accompany us to the grave, Pastor, you are more than welcome. But if you insist on making my husband a martyr and protesting the way he is to be buried, then I must deny your invitation. It makes no difference to me.”

“We’ll be there,” said the minister. “But only because he deserves someone to mourn his passing. It’s apparent that such a grievous loss fails to touch your heart, or even the hearts of your children.”

Elizabeth smiled coldly. “Amen to that” was all she said before turning and walking back into the house.

It was nearly midnight. Elizabeth Craven stood on a grassy slope, her face illuminated by the soft glow of a coal-oil lantern. The peaks of the Tennessee Smokies were cloaked in shadow. From out of the darkness echoed the chirring of crickets and the occasional call of a whip-poor-will. Elizabeth had grown up all her life among such sounds, had even taken comfort in them. But that night, she felt no such comfort.

The light of the lamp washed across the mound of earth that was her dead husband’s grave. As she’d proclaimed, Josiah had been buried not in the sacred plot of their family cemetery, but on the far side of Craven’s Mountain, in a grassy meadow. The burial had been unceremonious. There had been no eulogy, no flowers, no prayers said over the body. After the last shovelful of earth had been tamped in place, the grave had been left barren, unadorned by as much as a marker or headstone.

It was Elizabeth’s intention that the resting place of her husband be forgotten, that its whereabouts be erased from the minds of his family and friends.

Elizabeth stood there at the foot of the mound, her face bearing no tenderness, nary a trace of spousal love.

She stared down off the slope of the mountain to where the town of Green Hollow lay nestled in the valley. She found herself thinking about events of the past month.

Of how Josiah had returned from a traveling revival in the dead of night and how he had taken to spending his days in the darkness of the barn, the doors locked and chained.

She also recalled the trouble that had plagued the village: infants stolen from their cribs and young girls who had simply wasted away and died. And there had been rumors of those same girls having been spotted roaming the dark woods shortly after their burials, their faces pale and their eyes glowing like foxfire in the night.

Tall tales some claimed. Ghost stories. But Elizabeth knew better.

She turned her eyes from the valley, focusing them again on the earth at her feet. “Damn you, Josiah,” she whispered. “Damn you for the evil you’ve brought!”

Then, from the pocket of her apron, she produced a handful of grass seed. She sowed the grains liberally over the bare earth, praying for rain and the blooming of young sprouts, hoping that the memory of her husband would be sealed forever beneath a blanket of tall grass and wildflowers, never to be revealed again.


Part One

The Master’s Call


Chapter One

March 1996

“Well, that’s it for me today, boys,” said Boyd Andrews. He unbuckled his carpentry belt and tossed it into the heavy metal box with the rest of his tools.

Sam Allen glanced at his watch and frowned. It was only four that Saturday afternoon. “Hey, what gives? It ain’t quitting time yet.” He watched as the tall man with the reddish-blond hair locked the box down and hefted it in one callused hand.

“Stop your bitching, Sam,” said Boyd. “I already okayed it with the boss man.” He winked at Freddie Smith, who was checking a wall stud with a two-foot level. “Besides, I’m just deadweight around here, anyhow. You two could finish this house on your own, with or without my help.”

“Not today, we ain’t,” grumbled Sam. “Where the hell are you going, anyway?”

“The dude’s going to a party tonight,” said Freddie. The black man laid the level aside, and opening a pack of Marlboros, lit himself a smoke.

“Oh, I see,” said Sam. “You’re gonna be swilling beer and two-stepping in some honky-tonk, while we stay out here till after dark.”

“Not quite,” Boyd told him. “The party I’m going to is my boy’s. He’s ten today.”

Interest shone in Sam’s eyes as he slipped a claw hammer into a loop of his tool belt. “No kidding? I’ve been working with you a couple weeks now and I never knew you had a kid.”

“Two of ’em,” Boyd said, smiling.

“Got pictures?” asked Sam, walking over.

“Sure.” Boyd dug his wallet out of the hip pocket and flipped it open. “The boy is Paul and the little girl’s Bessie.”

Sam and Freddie checked out the pictures—school photographs, from the looks of them. A dark-haired boy wearing a University of Tennessee Volunteers T-shirt and a little girl with bright red hair and freckles.

“Nice-looking young’uns,” said Sam. “Got a picture of your wife in there, too?”

Boyd’s grin of fatherly pride faded as he put the wallet away. “No, I don’t.”

Sam and Freddie traded glances but said nothing more.

Boyd wasn’t a man to let things hang, though. “We’re going through some rough times right now,” he told them. “I reckon you could say we’re separated. Have been for three months.”

“Hey, I know where you’re coming from, man,” said Freddie. “I’ve been divorced twice myself.”

“Well, I hope it doesn’t come to that,” said Boyd.

“Of course not,” said Sam. “Just keep working at it. You’ll patch things up.”

“Sure you will,” added Freddie. “I didn’t mean nothing by it.”

Boyd appreciated their encouragement, even though it failed to lift his spirits. “I know, bud. No problem.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “Well, I’ve gotta hit the road. Got a long drive ahead of me.”

“I reckon so,” said Sam. “Clear across the state line to Tennessee. Too bad you can’t find something closer to home.”

Boyd nodded. “Yeah, I know. The construction business hit rock bottom back in Sevier County last fall and it hasn’t picked up yet. So I’ve gotta take work where I find it.”

“Well, you be careful, man,” said Freddie.

“Catch you guys Monday,” he said, then climbed down a ladder and left the frame of the two-story house.

The thirty-five-year-old carpenter headed for the trailer office with the words GRANT CONSTRUCTION painted on the side. He hopped up the steps and stuck his head inside the door. “I’m gone, boss,” he called.

Ed Grant sat at his desk, looking miserable. “Uh, Boyd, could you come in for a minute? I’d like to talk to you.”

“Sure,” said Boyd. He sat down in the folding chair across from Grant’s desk. “What’s up?”

Ed stared at the man for a long moment, then took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “Hell, I hate this.”

Suddenly, Boyd knew. He felt his stomach sink. “You’re gonna can me, aren’t you, Ed?”

“It’s not that I don’t like you, Boyd,” began the contractor. “I do. And you’re one of the best carpenters I’ve ever had on my payroll. But I’ve got some problems.”

The panic passed. Boyd felt stone cold inside. “What kind of problems?”

“Well, you’ve been late to work three mornings in a row this week…”

“You know I have a far piece to drive, Ed,” said Boyd.

“I know,” allowed Grant. “But it’s throwing off everyone’s schedule. The truth of the matter is, I’ve got four men who are ready to come to work at the snap of my fingers—Kentucky men—and they all live no more than ten miles away.”

“I’ll just get up an hour earlier every morning,” Boyd said, trying to salvage what he was on the verge of losing.

“And how early do you get up now? Three A.M.? Face it, Boyd, you couldn’t handle it. You’d be dead on your feet in two weeks’ time.”

Boyd knew he was right. The eighty-mile drive to work and back was already running him ragged as it was, and he was only getting a few hours’ sleep at night.

“I’m sorry, Boyd,” said Ed. “I really am. But I’ve gotta have someone who can be here when the whistle blows.” He took a company checkbook out of his desk drawer and opened it. He scribbled out a check and handed it to Boyd. “Here’s your severance pay. I put a little extra in there, ’cause I know you’re going through some hard times.”

“Thanks,” said Boyd, folding the check and sticking it in his shirt pocket.

As he stood up, so did Ed Grant, who extended his hand. “No hard feelings, huh?”

The carpenter stared at the man’s hand for a moment. Then he sighed and took it. They shook firmly. “That’s just the breaks,” said Boyd. “God knows I’ve had my share of ’em lately.”

“Take care, Boyd. And good luck.”

Boyd nodded and left the trailer. He walked to his red Ford half-ton pickup, the cold knot in his stomach loosening, warming into anger. By the time he was sitting in the front seat, his jaw was clenched so tightly it hurt. “Damn!” he yelled, striking the dashboard so hard he left a split in the upholstery. He started up the truck and goosed the gas pedal. The tires spun, kicking up dust, sending him shooting out of the dirt lot like a rocket.

A few minutes later, Boyd was on the main highway, heading for the long stretch of Interstate 75. A couple miles farther on, the anger died and despair took its place. He glanced over at the plastic sack that lay on the seat. It was Paul’s birthday present; a Nintendo Game Boy he had bought at Toys “R” Us the night before. It and the game to go with it had cost him over eighty bucks.

The uncertainty of unemployment reared its ugly head, bringing back that old, familiar fear. Boyd thought about how much food eighty dollars would buy, how much gas it would put in his truck. Then he felt ashamed. He’d be damned if he let a little thing like losing a job set him back. Paul was going to get his birthday present and that was all there was to it. Boyd had roughed it through money troubles before, and he would do it again. He had no choice.

As he approached the interstate, Boyd spotted a liquor store. Something tugged at him and he licked his lips. He could sure go for a drink. A good, stiff swig of Jim Beam would be just what the doctor ordered. But Boyd was no longer a patient of that particular doctor. He’d been dry for three months now. The last time he’d had a drink was that December night when he’d come home falling-down drunk and Joan had tossed him and his toothbrush out the front door.

He had made himself a promise when he had awakened the next morning, puking his guts out and unable to hold his head up straight, it hurt so badly. And so far he had kept it.

Boyd fought down the urge until finally it faded. He sped past the liquor store without a second glance and kept going. He had a birthday party to go to.


Chapter Two

The mountain was quiet. A few birds sang in the longleaf pines—robins and starlings, as well as a mockingbird mimicking them song for song. From the ground came the gritty noise of plowshares biting deep into clay, along with the snort of a mule blowing through his nose and a man breathing heavily, keeping pace.

Then the blade struck something hard, causing it to ring along the mountainside like a bell. The mule grunted as his harness grew taut, stopping him in his tracks. The farmer cussed. The plow handles slid through his hands, filling his palms with splinters.

“Damn it to hell!” growled Dudley Craven. The big man stepped away from the plow, picking the slivers of wood away with his tobacco-stained teeth. He got most of them out; the others would require tweezers and a sharp eye.

The mule strained at the leads again, then began to grow skittish. Dud stepped up quickly, rubbing her lathered back, calming her down. “Cool on down, girl,” he said soothingly. “We just hit an ol’ rock, that’s all.”

The animal stopped her prancing and stood still. When Dud was certain she would stay put, he walked to the front of the plow and crouched down. He swept away a mound of earth with his aching hands, expecting to find a good-sized boulder.

But that wasn’t what was there. It was the corner of a box. A heavy wooden box.

“What in tarnation is this?” he mumbled beneath his breath. True, he hadn’t plowed that particular stretch of ground before, but he didn’t expect to find such an object there, scarcely beneath the surface. Dud had been given the land shortly before his father’s death twelve years ago, but he had chosen to plow and plant only the acreage closest to the house he had built. That year he had decided to put in more corn and tobacco, and it had been a job just preparing for it. He’d had to cut down some trees and blast up the stumps with dynamite before he could clear the meadow down to bare earth and get it ready for cultivating.

He had been plowing since sunrise that day, with nothing much to contend with but fist-sized rocks and stray roots. That was, until now. He took a bandanna from the side pocket of his Duckhead overalls and scrubbed the dirt away. The box was made of oak and he could make out the rusty end of a square-headed nail in one corner. He knew it was old then. They had stopped making nails like that some sixty or seventy years ago.

Dud tried to move the box, but it wouldn’t budge. It was in deep. The mountain farmer lifted his CAT baseball cap and scratched his balding head. He studied on the matter for a moment, then stood up. He took hold of the leads and pulled. The mule backed up enough to ease the blade from the wood. Then Dud wrestled with the plow until it was a few feet to the side. The corner of the box jutted from the bare earth, nothing obscuring it now.

Dud looked up at the sky. The afternoon was gone. The sun was already setting to the west. He fished a tarnished pocket watch from the bib of his overalls. The ornate hands showed that it was half past five. He unhitched the mule, leaving the plow where it rested. Then he led the swayback across the sloping field, toward the barn. The discovery of the box had thrown that day’s work off track. Besides, Dud was sort of anxious to find out exactly what it was. He had been like that since childhood; never able to leave anything alone once it piqued his interest.

“Come on, girl,” he said, pulling the mule along the crest of Craven’s Mountain. “I’ll rub you down and feed you your oats. Then I’ve got some work to do.”

Dud returned to the spot in the field an hour later. The sun was gone and twilight was darkening the sky. He even had to turn on the headlights of his ’69 Dodge pickup to find his way. The old truck jounced on busted springs, despite the fact that he was barely driving ten miles an hour. Part of it was due to the steepness of the mountainside, which caused the vehicle to list precariously.

Finally, he made out the plow up ahead and, a second later, the edge of the box, still jutting out of the earth. He braked to a halt, cutting the engine but leaving the lights on. They cast a dull glow across the raw earth, sending long shadows toward the southernmost edge of the field.

Dud climbed out of the cab, chewing on a wad of Redman. He wore a denim jacket. The warmth of the day had given way to a sharp chill. He reached around to the bed of the truck and brought out a shovel. Then he took a pair of cowhide work gloves from his pocket and pulled them over his hands. He wasn’t about to draw splinters twice in one day.

He took the shovel in his hands and approached the edge of the box, studying it like it was some great mystery. It wasn’t until he had gotten ol’ Alice back to the barn that an idea came to him: he recalled his papa telling him once about how folks used to bury their valuables during the War Between the States. They would take their gold money out in the middle of a pasture or the thick of the woods and bury it in boxes or Dutch ovens of cast iron. Dud rubbed his stubbled jaw, his eyes as shiny as a greedy coon’s. Maybe this was some poor soul’s forgotten fortune, long ago buried and lost track of.

“Let’s just see what we got here,” he said to no one in particular. He stuck the spade into the ground and began to scoop it away. The earth had already been stripped and disked before plowing, so most of the hardness was gone from it. The work was tedious, but not as hard as he had suspected it would be.

Forty minutes later he was done. The denim jacket had been pitched over the hood of the Dodge, and despite the coolness of the evening, sweat stained the pits of Dud’s long-handle underwear. He wiped at his forehead with the bandanna and stared at what his diligence had uncovered. A shiver ran down his spine, and suddenly, the night around him seemed much darker than before. It was a coffin, six-and-a-half feet long and two-and-a-half feet deep. The oaken boards of the casket were covered with clumps of earth and tiny roots, and the wood that was visible looked warped and speckled with wormholes. Several of the square-head nails had backed out of their holes, jutting like rusty pins in the light of the truck’s low beams.

It had been something of a shock for Dudley Craven, finding a thing like that buried in his field. In fact, it was the last thing in the world he had expected to find. Dud wasn’t a religious man, but he was superstitious. The thought of digging up someone’s earthly remains didn’t set well with him. It was like those professors from the University of Tennessee who had excavated the Indian mounds down near Green Hollow a few years before, desecrating the memory of someone who had died long ago.

Dud stood there and stared at the coffin for a long time, debating on what to do. His best bet would be just to cover the thing back up and leave it alone, forget about his extra acreage, and be happy with what he already had.

But he found that he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Curiosity pulled at his brain, whispering like a woman in the night. Open it up, it said. Just pry up the lid and take a peek inside. It won’t hurt none just to look.

Dud took a step forward. He reached out and pulled one of the nails from the lid. It came free with no trouble at all. He tried another. It came out easier than the first.

He took hold of the lid on both sides, snaking his fingers in between. There was a creak of tortured wood as he pulled backward. The remaining nails held firm and all he got for his trouble was a fragment of rotten wood in one hand. He tossed the splintery shard aside and studied the problem again.

Finally, he decided to try something else. He went to the truck and fetched the jack handle from under the seat. He put the flat end of it between lid and box, then gently pried. One by one, the remaining nails popped free until, eventually, the lid was completely loose.

Open it up, suggested that voice in his head again. Just lift it up and look inside. Don’t be scared.

Dud took a deep breath, his hands shaking as he reached for the lid. He thought of the quart jar of moonshine he had back at the house and how good a swallow of it would be right about now. Nothing was better than a kick of white mule to put a little steel into a man’s backbone. God knew he could certainly do with some.

“Aw, quit your fidgeting and just do it!” he told himself gruffly. Then he lifted the lid from the box and laid it aside on the ground.

Of course, he found exactly what he expected to find. It was the skeleton of a man—a tall man—the bones bare and bleached a dull yellowish white. The body was clad in a dusty black suit and vest and a brittle white shirt yellow with age. From the looks of it, the remains had lain beneath that field for a very long time. Maybe close to a hundred years.

Dud then turned his eyes to the one thing about the body he didn’t expect to find. There, jutting from the center of the ribcage, was a length of wood. Kind of like a broken piece of bean pole or a tent stake.

The farmer couldn’t figure it out. Why would someone do that to a person? Shove a stob between their ribs and into their heart? And why would their family allow them to be buried with it sticking out of them? Dud had a hard time even imagining the reason.

He stood there and stared at the skeleton for a while. He could only do what his heart told him to: bury it in its rightful place and forget about it. But then, maybe that wasn’t what he should do, after all. Maybe this fellow had been murdered long years ago and his family didn’t even know where he was. Maybe whoever had killed him had built the casket and buried him up there on the mountain, thinking no one would ever find him in such a godforsaken place.

Dud knew then what he had to do. He placed the lid back on the coffin and then carefully dragged the box from its hole. The casket creaked and rattled as if it was on the verge of falling apart. He jumped into the truck and backed it around the other way. Climbing out, he dropped the tailgate and began to load the coffin into the bed. The crimson glow of the taillights threw an eerie cast on the box, making it look blood red. The illusion ran a cold finger down Dud’s spine again. Something nagged at him in the far reaches of his brain, almost like a premonition of some sort.

When he had finished loading the casket, he closed the gate, threw the shovel in the back, and climbed into the truck. Then he headed across the mountainside to his farm. He figured he would have himself a bite to eat, maybe a drink of that moonshine in the pantry. After that, maybe he would drive down the mountain to Green Hollow and let the law take a look at the skeleton in the box. He was tired of trying to figure out what it was doing there on Craven’s Mountain and why. Maybe the police would figure it out for him and take the godawful thing off his hands.


Chapter Three

It was a quarter ’til seven when Boyd pulled his truck into the driveway of the place he had once considered his home. He cut the engine and sat there for a long moment simply staring at the house. It was a common ranch-style plan, 1,300 square feet with a two-car garage and a redwood deck running along the back. Boyd knew every inch of that house: every stud, every nail, and every sheet of drywall. He should have… he had built it with his own hands over a period of a year and a half. The plumbing and electrical work had been done by someone else, but the rest had come about by his sweat and hard work alone.

And now he wasn’t even allowed to live there. Just the thought of it hurt Boyd. Oh, sure, he could have made a fuss and proclaimed his right to live under his own roof. But then Joan would have moved out and undoubtedly taken the kids with her. After that, he’d have ended up in an empty house that had once been filled to the rafters with laughter and the sounds of children. And Boyd couldn’t have stood that, not even for a few hours.

At least for now, the house at 411 Stantonview Road was still a home. Just not his own.

Boyd sighed. Taking the Toys “R” Us bag, he climbed out of his truck and stood in the gravel drive for a moment. He looked around, feeling a little uneasy. Something wasn’t right. The floodlights at the corner of the house showed only his truck, Joan’s beige Tempo, and his mother-in-law Blanche’s Toyota Camry parked in the driveway. If Paul’s party had been scheduled for seven, there should have been at least six or seven more cars parked there. As he walked around the side of the house to the back door, Boyd listened. He should have heard the noise of excited ten-year-olds echoing from the dining room, cutting up and laughing. But he didn’t. He didn’t hear anything at all. That heightened his sense of unease even more.

When he reached the back door, Boyd reached for the doorknob and then thought better of it. Instead, he knocked.

“Come in,” came Joan’s voice from the other side.

Boyd opened the door and stepped into the kitchen. It looked the same as the day he and Joan had finished painting and papering it. There was an almond-colored refrigerator and stove, and a dishwasher set below the counter just to the left of the double stainless-steel sink. The woodwork of the kitchen cabinets was white oak, hand-rubbed with brass fittings. Boyd remembered the work he’d put into them, how he had sanded and oiled the wood with the love and patience that only a carpenter could provide.

As he stepped past the threshold and closed the door behind him, Boyd looked toward the two women who sat at the kitchen table. They held coffee cups in their hands and expressions of tense expectancy in their eyes. At first, Boyd couldn’t understand the look of accusation being directed his way. Then he looked past them into the adjoining dining room. The decorations were still on the walls, but the long oak table was completely bare. He glanced over at the kitchen sink and was surprised to find a pile of dirty dishes there, covered with cake crumbs and traces of chocolate icing.

“Where is everybody?” he asked.

Joan sat and stared at him for a moment, her eyes sharp. She was a beautiful woman with dark brown hair and the Craven blue-gray eyes, but when she was angry, that loveliness grew a hard edge Boyd could do without. “That’s exactly what I asked about you, oh, around four o’clock.”

Boyd frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“Well, neither did Paul,” said his estranged wife. “He was looking forward to his father being at his birthday party, and you didn’t show up. Didn’t call or anything.”

“But I called the other day and Blanche here told me the party was going to be at seven,” Boyd said.

“I did no such thing,” Blanche Craven said from the far end of the table.

“Yes, you did, Blanche,” said Boyd, starting to grow a little angry.

“No, I didn’t, Boyd. I told you four o’clock on the nose and you know it.”

Boyd glared at his mother-in-law, knowing there was no sense in arguing. It was plain to see that Joan had gotten most of her good looks from her father’s side of the family. Blanche was a short, thin woman who, in Boyd’s opinion, had always had an amazing resemblance to a chicken-chasing weasel. The little woman with the graying hair and the perpetual scowl on her overly made-up face was not one of Boyd’s favorite people. Joan’s meddling mother was a bitter, self-righteous woman. She hated the earth Boyd walked on—although Boyd had never figured out exactly why—and she had done everything in her power to drive a wedge between him and her daughter since the day they were married. The matter of Boyd’s drinking and his separation from Joan had only strengthened her leverage. The situation worsened when Blanche had moved out of her apartment and into the Andrews home, shortly after Boyd’s departure.

Boyd could sense a cruel smile hidden behind the brim of her coffee mug, which had the inscription WORLD’S BEST GRANDMOTHER printed on the side. He felt his jaw muscles tighten angrily. This hadn’t been the first time Blanche had purposely misled him and caused a mix-up that had only ended up hurting the children and damaging his credibility in the eyes of his wife. Standing there, he could see a combination of satisfaction and spite in the old woman’s beady brown eyes. She had won again, and she was fully aware of it.

He wanted to call the woman a liar to her face, but he held his tongue. Boyd knew Joan’s loyalty to her mother, and calling her a mean-spirited, meddlesome old bitch certainly wouldn’t rack up any points in his favor.

Instead, he turned to his wife, who sat there waiting for his explanation. “I’m sorry, Joan. I reckon I just misunderstood. I could’ve sworn she told me seven.”

“Maybe you weren’t in the right frame of mind to understand me at the time,” said Blanche, a hint of strychnine beneath her sugary-sweet voice.

Boyd knew what she was driving at, and so did Joan. “Is that it, Boyd?” she asked sternly. “Were you drunk when you talked to Mama?”

Boyd’s face reddened, his anger quickly turning into rage. “Hell, no, I wasn’t drunk! I’ve told you before. I haven’t had a drop of liquor for three months. Not since the night I left.”

Blanche laughed. “That’s a likely story.”

“It’s the truth,” Boyd declared.

“Maybe,” said Joan, her anger having died a little. “But that still doesn’t explain why you didn’t call before now. If you had, then maybe you’d have made it at four and Paul wouldn’t have gotten his feelings hurt.”

“Yeah, it’s been a week since you even called,” put in Blanche. “It’s a shame when a father won’t call his children every now and then.”

Boyd gritted his teeth. “I haven’t had time. I’ve been working that job up in Kentucky for the past couple weeks. I leave at three in the morning and get home around ten at night. By then the kids are already in bed.”

“You’re a mighty handy man when it comes to excuses, Boyd,” said Blanche.

“And you’d do well to just shut up and mind your own damned business, Blanche,” said Boyd, his anger finally getting the better of him.

He knew then that he’d made a big mistake. The fury in Joan’s eyes blazed back to life and she immediately ran to the defense of her mother. “Mama’s only trying to be helpful, Boyd. In fact, she’s pointed out a few things I should’ve seen with my own eyes years ago. Maybe if I’d listened to her then, we wouldn’t have ended up the way we have.”

Boyd’s anger suddenly turned to dread. “Joan, sweetheart, there isn’t any reason to give up on us yet. We’re just going through a rough time, that’s all. If it’s my drinking that scares you, I told you before; I’ve been on the wagon since December.”

“The drinking isn’t all there is to it, Boyd,” Joan told him. “You’re just not as supportive of me and the kids as you used to be. You’re not as dependable. If we did get back together, you’d still be running back and forth to Kentucky to work that job and I’m not sure I could accept that.”

Boyd almost told her he had lost his construction job, but he chose not to. Blanche and Joan were already on the warpath. The news of his unemployment would only throw fuel on the fire.

“I can stay here in Green Hollow,” he said instead. “Hire myself out to do carpentry work and odd jobs.”

“You’ve tried that before, Boyd, remember?” Joan told him. “You just can’t make a living on your own, at least, not in this town.”

“Then what the hell am I supposed to do, Joan?” he asked out of pure frustration.

The brunette dropped her eyes back to her coffee cup. “I don’t know,” she said. “I really don’t.”

Boyd stared at his wife and saw the mixture of hurt and confusion in her pretty face. Then he glanced at Blanche. The elderly woman gloated at the conflict she’d had a part in causing, her eyes glittering like those of a timber rattler. In turn, Boyd glared at her with a look that would have made the meanest barroom drunk back down from a fight. But Blanche wasn’t the kind to back down, not when she had her worst nemesis mercilessly on the ropes, with no chance of winning their latest battle.

Boyd shook his head helplessly. “Joan, I don’t know what else to say, honey.”

“I don’t either, Boyd,” was all she said in reply.

Boyd was suddenly aware of the sack in his hand. “I’ll go and give Paul his present,” he said. “Then I’ll leave.”

Neither woman said anything. They sat there and silently drank their coffee; one depressed and one gleefully happy over the damage she had done.

Boyd left the kitchen and walked through the dining room. It was decorated with crepe-paper streamers and banners proclaiming HAPPY TENTH BIRTHDAY, PAUL! As he started down the hallway, he felt his heart begin to pound in his chest. His relationship with his son was already strained, due to his three-month absence, and missing the birthday party certainly wouldn’t help matters any. Paul had counted on his father being there, and although it was through no fault of Boyd’s, he hadn’t shown up. Boyd just hoped the boy wasn’t taking it as badly as everyone made out.

When he reached Paul’s bedroom, he found the door shut. He knocked quietly.

“Who is it?” called the boy, his voice muffled.

“It’s Daddy. Can I come in?”

Paul hesitated, then said, “Sure.”

Boyd entered the room. It was like it had been since Paul was seven years old, decorated in white and orange, the colors of the University of Tennessee Volunteers. A banner that read GO, BIG ORANGE! graced one wall, while another held the rewards of Paul’s own athletic prowess. Football, softball, and basketball trophies stood on two shelves over Paul’s desk, more than most boys his age would have acquired in four short years. Paul’s excellence in sports was one of the things Boyd felt most proud of. That and the straight A’s he made on a steady basis.

He found the boy lying facedown on his bed. His birthday presents—an NFL football, a portable CD boom box, and a radio-controlled car—sat piled on his desk, untouched since he’d put them there. Boyd was nervous. He could feel the hurt hanging in the air like raw electricity.

“Son,” he said, trying to find the right words, “I’m sorry I missed your party.”

“Are you?” Paul shot back, his face still buried in his pillow.

Boyd felt a pang of remorse. “Of course I am. I just got my times mixed up, that’s all. I thought your grandmother said seven o’clock. Really I did.”

“Wasn’t no big deal,” lied the ten-year-old.

“It was for me,” said Boyd. He sat down on the corner of the bed and stared at his son for a moment. “Paul… could you look at me when I’m talking to you, son?”

Paul sighed and grudgingly sat up, his back to the wall. The boy’s eyes were puffy and red. It was obvious he had been crying. He said nothing, just sat there and stared at his father with a hard look in his eyes.

Boyd handed him the sack. “Here’s your present. Hope you like it.”

Paul took the sack and poured its contents onto the bed.

“It’s that Game Boy you’ve been wanting,” said his father. “And I bought you that basketball game to go with it.”

Paul began to open the box, his eyes downcast. “Thanks” was all he said.

It bothered Boyd to see such a wall between them. Before he had begun to lose work and hit the bottle so hard, he and Paul had been the best of buddies. But that had changed. He just hoped that it hadn’t changed forever.

He reached out and patted the boy’s knee. “Seriously, Paul, I never meant to miss your party. And I never meant to upset you. I never have. Me and your mama… we’re just having some problems, that’s all. And don’t be thinking it’s your fault, either.”

Paul lifted his eyes. “I don’t,” he said. “I know whose fault it is.”

Boyd accepted the accusation in silence. “I’m sorry. I just slipped up, like everyone does now and then. But I’m trying my level best to do better. I swear I am.”

The boy’s voice was small. “I hope so.”

Boyd swallowed a lump in his throat. “I am. I wouldn’t let you down, champ. Not again, I wouldn’t.”

After all had been said and at least a partial truce seemed to have been called, he gave his son a hug and left him behind to play with his game. Boyd stood in the hallway for a moment and then turned toward the bedroom at the far end of the corridor. The door was halfway open when he got there and stuck his head inside. “Hey there, peach-pit,” he called softly.

“Daddy!” cried Bessie. She jumped up from where she’d been playing with Barbies on the floor and launched herself into his arms.

Boyd caught her in midair and held her, planting a kiss on one freckled cheek. “You’re getting right heavy, girl!” he said, staggering comically. “What’s your mama feeding you, anyway? Bricks and cannonballs?”

The seven-year-old giggled. “Aw, quit it, Daddy! I’m not that big.”

“Well, you’re sure getting there.” He smiled, his spirits lifting at the sight of the redheaded child.

As the two sat on Bessie’s bed, decorated with a Minnie Mouse bedspread, the child eyed her father glumly. “We missed you at the party, Daddy.”

“I know, baby-doll,” he said. “I’m sorry I didn’t make it. Me and your grandma, we just got our signals crossed, that’s all. She said four o’clock, and, dumb ol’ me, I thought she said seven.”

Bessie frowned. “You ain’t dumb, Daddy. I was sitting at the kitchen table doing my homework when you called. She did tell you seven o’clock. I heard her!”

For a second, Boyd got the urge to take his star witness into the kitchen and have her spill the beans about her grandmother’s treachery. But he knew it wouldn’t do a bit of good. Joan had her mind made up, and Boyd knew exactly how stubborn she could be, even when presented with the truth.

“Well, maybe she just said it by mistake,” he allowed.

“No, she didn’t,” said Bessie. “She knew what she was saying. I think she just wanted to get you into trouble, Daddy.” Bessie looked in the direction of the kitchen with distrust in her eyes. “You know, sometimes I don’t like Grandma very much.”

Boyd ruffled her carrot-red hair with one callused hand. “Now, don’t go thinking like that, Bessie. Your grandma loves you very much.”

“It’s just you she doesn’t give a spit about, huh?” asked the girl.

Boyd laughed. It felt good to laugh for a change. “Yeah, you might say that.”

Bessie looked at her sneakers for a long moment, then turned pleading eyes to her father. “Daddy… when are you gonna come back home?”

What little joy Boyd had felt rapidly faded. “I don’t know, Bessie. I can’t rightly say.”

“You are coming back, aren’t you?”

Boyd forced a smile. “I sure hope to, darling. But it ain’t likely until me and your mama get things worked out.”

“Why is she so mad at you?” asked Bessie. “Is it ’cause of that night you came home falling down and talking too loud?”

“That’s part of it,” he told her, ashamed. “But not all. You just remember one thing, okay?”

“What’s that?” she asked, her eyes searching his.

“The reason I’m not here, that doesn’t have anything to do with you or your brother. You’re not the reason, and I never want you to think so. It’s between me and your mama, all this trouble we’ve had. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Bessie nodded. “Yeah, kind of.” She took her father’s hand and squeezed it. “Daddy… why don’t you tell Mama you’re sorry and you won’t do it again? Give her a big hug and kiss like you used to?”

Boyd felt a hurting in the back of his throat. He knew he would end up crying if he didn’t leave soon. “I’m trying, peach-pit. Lord knows, I’m doing my best. Just try not to worry about it, okay?”

A tear formed in Bessie’s eye, then rolled down her cheek. “I’ll try.”

Boyd felt his eyes begin to moisten. He took the little girl in his arms and hugged her. “I love you, sugar.”

Bessie’s voice was a whisper. “I love you, too, Daddy.”

He led her back to her place on the bedroom floor. “Go on back to your Barbies now and I’ll see you real soon.”

“You promise?” she asked.

Boyd kissed her on the forehead. “You bet,” he said, voice cracking.

When he was back in the hallway, Boyd stood there for a moment breathing deeply.  He wiped at his eyes with the sleeve of his jacket and waited for the hurt to go. It eased but was still there, always with him, just as it had been for the past three months.

Boyd regained his composure. He certainly didn’t want Joan or her mother to see him that way. Blanche especially would see his weakness and go in for the kill like a hawk after a field mouse. He squared his shoulders, then walked down the hall toward the kitchen.

When he got there, he found only Blanche sitting at the table. “Where’s Joan?” he asked.

“Went outside for some fresh air,” snarled the woman. “I reckon she needed it after you walked in and stunk up the place.”

Boyd stood his ground. “I know you don’t like me, Blanche. I don’t like you much, either. But that doesn’t give you the right to interfere with our marriage.”

“Ha!” snapped Blanche. “Never was much of a marriage, as far as I’m concerned. Didn’t even invite me or her father to the wedding. Just ran off to Gatlinburg and got married in one of those dinky chapels up there.”

“We did it like that because we knew you’d raise a ruckus,” said Boyd. “Just like you did today. You told me seven o’clock and you know it. Bessie knows it, too.”

Blanche grinned. “Maybe I did,” she said. Then her eyes grew ugly. “You need to get the message, boy. It’s over between you and Joan, and that’s all there is to it. I figure it’s about time for you to buck up and accept it.”

Boyd lowered his face until it was only a few inches from Blanche’s. “Never, you old bat. I’ll never accept it.”

Blanche’s eyes sparkled cruelly. “Then I reckon I’ll just have to work at it a little harder.”

For a moment, Boyd got the overwhelming urge to knock the old woman plumb out of her chair. But he knew Blanche and what she was capable of. She would be on the phone to Chief Watts in a New York minute and Boyd would end up in the Green Hollow jail on an assault charge. Boyd swallowed his anger and left through the back door, Blanche chuckling softly behind him.

Boyd found Joan sitting on the fender of her car, staring up at the sky. The night was crystal clear, glistening with a million stars and a half moon. In the glare of the floodlights, Boyd could see the shine of her eyes and he knew she had been crying.

He wanted to reach out and touch her. Hell, he wanted to take her in his arms and never let go. But he refrained from doing so. He stood there awkwardly for a long moment and then cleared his throat. “Uh, I’m going now,” Joan,” he said.

Joan nodded dully. “Goodbye.”

Boyd was walking toward his truck when Joan’s voice made him turn on his heels.

“Boyd?”

“Yeah?” he asked.

“I hate this, Boyd,” she said softly.

“So do I,” he told her. “And the kids, they ain’t too crazy about it, either. So why don’t we just…”

Joan held up her hand, not looking at him. “I can’t, Boyd. Not yet. I’ve got some things to think over. I don’t want to be rushed.”

“Just take your time,” he said. Then he said what he had wanted to say all along. “I love you, Joan. I really do.”

The woman reached up and wiped away a tear with the back of her hand. “I know,” she said. Then she hopped down off the car and ran back into the house.

Boyd stood there until the back door slammed shut and the floodlights winked out, leaving him in darkness. He stared at the house for a moment and then climbed into his truck. It wasn’t long before he was away from Stantonview Road and back on the main highway again. He drove through the cool spring night, tears blurring his vision, causing him to steer onto the gravel shoulder once or twice. Soon, something surpassed the hurt and anger in him. It was that nagging urge, that damnable thirst that was partly responsible for his troubles in the first place. It grew stronger with each mile he drove, and this time he was in no mood to fight it.

Boyd headed east toward the huge swells of the Smoky Mountains. There was an old friend there he wanted to spend some time with. Or, rather, two old friends.


Chapter Four

After a supper of cold beans and taters, and a quarter jar of moonshine, Dud Craven stepped out onto the rickety front porch of his house. The place wasn’t much to look at, but for a bachelor like him, it served its purpose. It was a simple wood-frame house, unpainted, with a tin roof that had already rusted through in several places, despite the fact that it was scarcely twenty years old. The interior was sectioned into only two rooms: a combination kitchen and sitting room, and a cramped bedroom. The main room boasted an eating table, two cane-backed chairs, and a potbelly stove of black cast iron with a pipe leading to the rafters and out through a hole in the roof. The only furnishing in the bedroom was a bed with a missing slat and too many busted springs.

The porch at the front of the house was a tall one with a crawlspace underneath that served both as a root cellar and junk shed. Dud stored his summer potatoes in the dark there, as well as a jug or two of white lightning he bought from Caleb Vanleer over at Eagle Point from time to time. There was no electricity on the place—the power company had never bothered bringing it to Craven’s Mountain—and neither was there any indoor plumbing. Dud got his water from a spring on down the mountain a-ways, and as for other business, he had a one-seater outhouse in back to relieve himself in. The only other buildings on the property were a small barn, a smokehouse, and a chicken coop that had plenty of hen shit and stray feathers, but no poultry. Dud had lost a good three dozen Rock Island reds when they had come down with a strange ailment, and he had never bothered to buy any more.

Dud would like to have parked himself in the rocking chair on the front porch, but he still had the business of that dadblamed coffin to settle. The temperature seemed to have dropped another ten degrees, so he pulled on his jacket and stood at the head of the steps for a moment. The long box was still in the back of the Dodge where he’d left it.

The farmer descended the steps and crossed over to the truck. He had his hand on the door handle when he peeked into the bed at the casket again. Take another look, that voice in his head suggested. Just make sure of what you’ve got there. Could be some rings on those bony fingers that you overlooked before.

Dud ran a hand along his prickly jaw, pondering the possibility. “Wouldn’t hurt to check,” he told himself. “Them fellers down at the police station, they’d just pocket them themselves, if’n there were valuables.”

He went around to the rear of the truck, let down the tailgate, and hopped inside. As he stood there and stared down at the coffin, that familiar chill tickled his spine again. He swallowed dryly, then bent down and lifted the lid.

Dud could scarcely see the skeleton lying inside, it was so dark. Tall oaks surrounded the front of Dud’s house and shut out whatever light the half moon cast. He reached over to the side and opened a rusty red toolbox. He rummaged around in it for a while until he found a flashlight. When he turned it on, the beam was weak. He directed the dim light at the skeleton in the coffin. He checked the fingers for jewelry but was disappointed to find none. He looked around the sides, in case a ring or two might have fallen off, but still no luck.

Dud grunted in disgust. He sat down on the side wall of the truck bed and stared at the body for a minute. The clothes it wore, they reminded him of something. Something he’d seen in a movie once. It took him a while before it came to him. They looked like the clothes Robert Mitchum had worn in that movie about the crazy preacher. The one where he had the tattoos on his knuckles: LOVE and HATE. Night of the Hunter, he believed it was.

“Is that what you were, ol’ boy?” Dud asked with a grin. He took the pouch of Redman tobacco from his pocket and poked a chaw into his mouth. “Some kinda mountain preacher? Maybe you got to preaching hellfire and damnation to some moonshiner who didn’t appreciate it. Maybe he was the one who done you in, huh?”

The time-bleached skull stared at him with empty sockets. The teeth, perfectly white and firmly intact, seemed to grin, as if Dud had cracked a particularly funny joke. The canine teeth seemed a little longer—and a little sharper—than those of a normal man.

Again a shudder of uneasiness ran throughout the poor dirt farmer. He was about to pick up the coffin lid and lay it back in place when that annoying voice spoke out again.

Why don’t you pull it out? it asked. The stake. Wouldn’t take but one tug, two at the most.

Dud stared at the length of wood protruding from the skeleton’s chest. It seemed so wrong, it being there, sticking out of the poor soul’s rib cage like that. It seemed downright unnatural.

Go on… pull it out. It won’t do no harm.

The voice seemed to fill his head, numbing his brain with an odd coldness. Dud found it hard to think straight. Strangely enough, it seemed like all that mattered at that moment was pulling that confounded stake from the skeleton’s chest.

Yes! the voice urged, as he reached out and grabbed hold of the end. Do it!

Dud tried to yank it free with one hand, but it refused to budge. He stood up to gain some leverage. This time, using two hands
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