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			Dedication

			In memory of Jennie

		

	
		
			Pan and the Message Chair

			Chapter 1

			Rain pattered on hickory, oak, and poplar leaves, matted into a monochromatic carpet from deep, dark brown to pale ochre. Where the winter wind had swept clearings in the forest, bright green clumps of moss carried red spore crowns that crept the moss inexorably up rotting corpses of trees felled by the axes of wind, ice, and time. 

			The grey-black trunks of their progeny jutted into the grey-white sky, reaching for a sun that seemingly refused to shine, until spring willed itself into the woods. In a few weeks, those branches would press tiny buds of a new year’s canopy onto their fingertips, but now, only cold rain traced along those veinless hands. The rain wicked its way from twig to branch to limb to trunk and, finally, to root, where the slumbering giants drank it up, awaiting only their cue from the earth to push it back up into leaves. A cold song of wind whispered through the timbers. Up the hill, a pileated woodpecker hammered out a rhythm, rat-a-tat-a-tat-a-tat-a, then sent out its jungle bird aria and flew to a nearby black gum to pick up the rhythm again.

			Old Raliv leaned back under the shed roof as a gust of cold air brought a bracing splash of rain onto his face. The drops barely made a sound on the mossy shingles of the shelter where he stood. 

			He traced a figure up the hillside with his gaze. He knew every knob of each stump, where the angles from a fallen shag bark, stripped clean by ladderbacks and deer, left a tunnel in the undergrowth. Something new was there, a small round bump above a chunk of sandstone dislodged from the root-ball of a felled giant. 

			Then it was gone, ducked down in an instant. 

			Raliv’s subtle movement had startled it, but it hadn’t fled. A turkey, no doubt, scraping the woods for fallen mast from the autumn before. Raliv considered raising his rifle while it wasn’t watching, but then it was back, just as suddenly as it had disappeared before. 

			Then there was a different turkey, scratching its way through the woods. Then another. It was a hen and juvenile group. There would be no toms in this group yet, and while the younger ones were no longer poults, Raliv would not try to take any of these. 

			They were just starting out. He couldn’t see taking their lives for the few stringy morsels they would bring. He still didn’t move, didn’t want to frighten them off, even if he was not going to shoot at them. 

			He watched as they moved from behind the pile of rocks and roots, making their way towards the beaver pond below, scratching, stepping. There were eight, Raliv counted. In a month, or maybe even less, the toms would be with them and maybe he could take one, but not now. 

			Raliv watched them make their way down the hillside and disappear into the fowl manna grass and bulrushes that bordered the flats, then returned his gaze into the woods. A phoebe landed on a twig hanging near him, cocked his head this way, that way, as if studying him, then flitted off in the direction of the feeder he had filled that morning with cracked dried corn and a bent-over, dried sunflower head. 

			On a red oak twenty yards away, a grey squirrel climbed headfirst down the trunk. That would do for dinner. Raliv raised his gun and fired in a split second, the squirrel plopping lifeless onto the forest floor. The sharp report of the gun still echoed through the woods. 

			Now the woods were quiet, the woodland song stifled for the moment by the pop of the .22. But even before Raliv could step forward to retrieve the squirrel, a nuthatch gave out its grunting call on the shelf of an oak bough. A breeze returned the susurrous sighings to the forest.

			Raliv cleaned the squirrel, saving the tail to trade for fishing lures, and left the four segments of meat in a bowl of cold salty water. He walked over to the woodstove, opened the firebox, and tossed in three split pieces of maple from the small woodpile next to the door. 

			Leaning over, he blew on the coals below the sticks and a small flame popped up. He grabbed a heavy iron skillet from the warming shelf and placed it on the stove top and reached over to feel the water heater. He touched it gingerly at first, just in case it was hot, but quickly realized it would not be that hot with the fire reduced to embers from his breakfast of rolled oats. Still, it was warm, which pleased him. He placed a metal basin below the spigot and let out just enough warm water to clean up in. Raliv cooked the squirrel in a pouring of bacon grease he had saved in an emptied soup can.

			Outside, the rain had stopped, but the sky was still grey, heavy with water waiting to fall. The light from the oil lamp was meager, but enough to fry up a squirrel in. He plated the meat and a scoop of beans from the night before onto a chipped plate, added several thick slices of red onion, and sat in a stiff, ladder-back chair at the end of the drop leaf table. 

			Before he ate, he looked up at the other end of the little table, where Colleen, his wife, would have been sitting. But she wasn’t there, of course. No matter how intensely Raliv willed his wife to be with him, death would not ever release her or him. 

			Under the table, Felicity rubbed against his foot and gave out a single meow, her way of reminding him to share his meal. Colleen had taken in the calico when it showed up at their farmhouse near the highway, and although Raliv had been lukewarm on the idea of taking in a pet, he was glad now for the company. It made little sense, of course, to be painfully lonely and yet to retreat to this old hunting cabin they had built on the back end of their spread. 

			If he had stayed at the farmhouse, he could get into town more easily, could have visitors, maybe family, coming to check up on him, or even religious folks, arriving to convince him to join their church. He had no intentions of going to their church, or any church, for that matter. What would be the point of praying to a God that would allow him to be so miserable, so angry, so alone? But he could have at least talked to the missionaries, had human conversation, even if it was to tell them that it was their God who had left him, not the other way around. 

			Raliv pulled apart some of the meat and leaned down to put some in the cat’s dinner bowl. She watched him, almost nonchalantly, but hurried over when he straightened back up in his chair. He looked down at his plate, a specimen from a set Colleen had culled. It was a simple earthenware dish from a potter in eastern Kentucky, glazed with blue and white. Colleen had collected dishes, always finding a new favorite pattern that was her everyday china, until another set caught her eye. She had given away at least a half-dozen full sets to their sons and to nephews and nieces over the years, and placed boxes of dishes inside the charity box in town. 

			He ate his dinner slowly, deliberately. There was no hurry. There was nothing to do, no place to be. Raliv decided he would bring a radio out next time he went to town, something to break the overwhelming silence. Then, he wondered if they even made battery powered radios anymore. He cleaned up after dinner, washing both his own plate and Felicity’s bowl. Pouring himself a draught of bourbon in a juice glass, he set it on a small table across the room next to the fireplace. 

			After throwing on a couple of logs, he poked around with a metal rod until the fire blazed up, then sat in an overstuffed chair and sipped the bitter liquor, watching the flames dance along the logs. Felicity jumped into his lap, made an awkward circle around his legs, then lay down, purring. He looked at the mismatched chair next to him, where Colleen should be sitting, humming a tune she had heard on the radio that day, or reading by the light of a kerosene lamp.

			Nighttime was the hardest. 

			During the day, there were tasks to be completed, various menial chores that he had procrastinated on before, but now he took them on, welcoming the chance to complete something, to repair even little items that were broken. Fixing the latch on the pantry door meant he didn’t stop to think about his wife, his best friend, his partner, being gone, whisked away in just a few months, before he could even truly comprehend what was happening to her. 

			Even at the end, they had dared to make plans, dream about what they would be doing in spring, what seeds to pick up at the farm store in town to plant, even travel plans. It was time to start the broccoli and cauliflower seeds indoors, but somehow, Raliv just didn’t see the point. What difference did it make? It wouldn’t be long before the chickweed and lambsquarters came up. He knew where morels came up each year, and they should be up very soon. 

			There was plenty of game, and the pond was actually underfished, so he could survive out here, alone, for a long time. Not that he needed to live like that. He had a decent pension coming in, but maybe it would be easier just to hide, to run away from all of it. He wasn’t sure if anyone would even notice he was not around. Who would notice if Raliv just moved permanently to the cabin and just disappeared? 

			He turned to Colleen’s chair, the question almost on his lips, and then caught himself up short. His eyes filled with tears that overflowed and ran down his cheeks. He pictured Colleen sitting there, her hair, still dark although she never colored it, curling around her face, framing her soft features. 

			He glanced up at the rough-hewn mantle and the photo he had brought from the house, a simple shot of the two of them on a trip just last spring down to Bonita Springs with friends. He and Colleen had found themselves on their own one day and had driven down to Lover’s Key, where they had taken the little trolley over to the beach and had just sat there on the sand, no beach gear at all, and enjoyed each other’s company and the sun and the water. They had watched children splashing in the small waves and seen porpoises swimming by, lazily. 

			He had taken a selfie of the two of them, her leaning against his back, close, holding him by the shoulder and smiling self-contentedly. Going back to the car, they had watched manatees swim in the little estuary and then had spent the rest of the afternoon eating shrimp and drinking wine at a bayside restaurant overlooking a small marina. It was how they always enjoyed travel, at their own pace, doing whatever seemed natural to do.

			“I love you,” he whispered to the picture. 

			“I miss you,” he said to the chair now. 

			A log shifted in the fireplace and sent a spray of sparks up the chimney, catching his attention. Raliv returned his stare to the fire. He took another sip of bourbon and felt his sorrow turn to anger yet again. He often found himself on this precipice, somewhere between heavy sadness and fiery anger. Watching the fire for a long time, he waited for it to wither, and when he had finished his drink, the fire had burned down to embers. 

			He lifted Felicity off his lap and, as if his lifting reminded her she suddenly wanted something desperately in the other room, she flipped herself upright and bolted from his hands. Crossing the room to the bed, he pulled off his clothes and put on his heavy flannel pajamas, although he kept his socks on, knowing the room would be chilly by morning, and even the oblong rag rug by the bed would be a cold shock to his feet. 

			He looked at his reflection in the small, wood-framed mirror beside the bed. The face that looked back looked tired, gaunt. He had lost some thirty pounds during Colleen’s illness, being too distracted and too worried to eat much, and his grey beard had grown out to the point of scraggle, to match his unkempt hair. 

			Shaking his head at the image, he then crawled under the covers on one side of the bed, his side, and looked at the empty pillows next to him. He reached over and extinguished the oil lamp and lay in bed, trying to sleep. He didn’t know how long he lay there, but finally he slept. It was the same every night. Once he fell asleep, he slept until morning, but falling asleep was hard.

			Raliv awoke the next morning to a stream of sunlight blasting through the small window above the bed. He sat up and looked out the window. A slight breeze shook the few stubborn remaining leaves from last year on the sugar maple, but it looked warm. It might not be, of course, but Raliv was eager to get out in the sunlight. It seemed like a very long time since he had seen the brightness. 

			He crawled out of bed and stoked the fire in the cookstove, then dressed as the coffee pot began its gurgling percolating. As soon as he was dressed, he opened the door and stepped through the screen door. It was warm. Not full-fledged spring day warm, maybe, but much better than the cold rain that had fallen for weeks, it seemed. 

			Over on the next ridge, a train whistle blew, and Raliv could hear the rhythm of the coal cars, clunk-clunking across the crossing. He retreated to the cabin, poured a cup of inky coffee, and grabbed a tin of kippered herring from the pantry. 

			He went back outside and sat at the picnic table in the clearing that Colleen had turned into a little woodland garden. She liked bulbs and corms, planting a few more each year to supplement the natural spreading of plants, as well as adding variety. She was happiest when nesting. Raliv gave an appreciative glance at the profusion of green shoots coming up.

			Sitting backwards at the table, using the rough tabletop as a backrest, he surveyed the woods and shoveled salty fish into his mouth. He washed it down with the earthy, bitter coffee. Colleen’s crocuses pushed delicate yellow and purple blooms up through the brown leaves. Daffodils were also sending up full heads, ready to add to the yellow. Irises jutted stiff leaves up but wouldn’t send their bloom stalks up until later. 

			Felicity meowed from behind the screen door. Raliv saved a bit of fish for the cat. “You hungry?” Raliv croaked out. He hadn’t spoken in his full voice in so long, it was as if his throat was uncertain how to carry it off. Felicity stretched her front legs out then plopped over on her side for Raliv to pet her. He opened the screen and pet Felicity, then placed the remaining fish in the cat’s bowl, tapping the last bits into the metal dish. He rinsed out the can, put it in the recycling bag, and put on a jacket.

			Raliv picked up his .22 and headed back out, closing Felicity in and the world out with the heavy wooden door. He wasn’t planning on hunting especially, but he wanted to be ready if something presented itself. Crossing the little yard, he  headed into the forest. 

			The sun turned everything brighter. Shadows stretched across the leaves. A large bird flew between him and the sun, throwing a shadow across him. Perhaps a buzzard heading for the entrails of the squirrel he had left at the bottom of the hill. Raliv walked around the hillside and climbed up towards where the old power line had been. The line was long dead, but the wide path the electric company had cleared would make for easier walking. 

			He could see the open area at the top of the hill and quickened his pace, eager to be in full sunlight. Up ahead, a white throated sparrow sang out, “Old Sam Peabody Peabody Peabody.” Probably in one of the scruffy junipers that had volunteered in the clearing. 

			Raliv glanced ahead, as if to see the bird, but knew he was farther away than that. In speeding up, he became less cautious and suddenly stepped into a hole hidden by the fallen leaves, sending him to his hands and knees and tossing the rifle to the ground in front of him. He stood back up slowly. 

			He wasn’t hurt, thankfully, but he knew better, and he recriminated himself for being in a hurry. Gathering himself, he leaned over to retrieve his gun, but then saw something that he had not seen before. 

			A branch was pulled down at an angle it should not be and attached to it was a cord. He followed the cord with his eyes. It looked like several shoelaces tied together, and at the end was a loop tied to a stick. Some rocks had been piled around to encourage the would-be prey into the snare. 

			Someone was on his land, setting a trap for a rabbit. Maybe there were more snares. Raliv looked around for more bent-over branches. No, this was the only one. He walked closer and looked at the trap. It looked like it would work. He was tempted to spring the trap, since someone should really ask before coming onto his land and setting a trap, but he stopped himself. He wanted to see this person and confront them for trespassing, for taking his game, and then shoo them off, so he walked around the trap and made the last few feet into the open field.  

			The sun poured down like warm water, and he stood still for a moment, basking, his face upturned into the light. The sunlight stroked his face like a warm blanket. There was a breeze that whispered through the oaks and sycamores of the woods behind him. The sunlight was so welcome, he almost forgot his intent, almost forgot his peevishness at someone being on his place without permission. 

			He and Colleen had joked about being the sort of older couple who might sit in their rockers on the porch of their farmhouse, shotguns at the ready, yelling, “Get off my lawn” to anyone who ventured down the long drive to their home. The truth was, Colleen was more of the one to embrace just being with Raliv and no one else, unless it was the grandchildren, of course. Colleen had embraced being Nana with ardor she didn’t always let others see.

			Raliv shook himself out of his reverie and stepped over to a stand of lespedeza that should provide a hiding spot for him. Before squatting down to wait for the culprit to make himself known, Raliv glanced back over to be sure he could see the trap, but he couldn’t find it. He looked for the bent branch where he thought it should be, but there instead was a rabbit, hanging from the snare, kicking. 

			Even better, thought Raliv. Now he would not only catch this thief red-handed, he would have hasenpfeffer for dinner. He tried to stay in a squatting position, but his legs quickly grew tired of that, so he leaned back somewhat awkwardly and sat on the soft ground. 

			Repositioning his .22 in his lap, he looked over at the ensnared rabbit, or at where it had been a few moments ago, but it was gone. The shoelaces were gone too. The branch was bobbing, just a bit. He had missed them, whoever they were. 

			He struggled to get his feet beneath himself, then trotted over to the tree. Then it occurred to him that whoever had set the trap was watching it, knew it had been sprung, and thus knew to retrieve the rabbit. That also meant they had seen Raliv. 

			Looking through the woods for signs of movement, there was only a soft swaying of tree limbs, a flutter from a leaf, barely holding onto its milkweed vine. He felt a shiver go up his spine. Crows called to each other, somewhere back in the woods. 

			It was true Raliv wasn’t as spry as he had once been, but there was little that went on in the woods that he didn’t know about, yet he had been out-sleuthed by this poacher, and they had been watching him. There was only one passable road on their property. Raliv walked quickly back towards the cabin. 

			He would retrieve his truck and drive back towards the farmhouse and find out who it was that way. He wanted to run back to his pickup, but knew running with all the traps of holes and stumps hidden beneath the leaves was far too risky. If he fell again like he had before. next to the snare, he might hurt himself, and who knew how long he might be outside, injured. Who would miss him? 

			He kept his focus on the forest floor as he made his way. Accustomed to moving stealthily, quietly, barely making a sound in the woods, he now stomped through the woods, crunching leaves, hearing the swishing of his canvas pants against brambles and the snap of twigs beneath his feet. It sounded like a herd of water buffalo tromping through the woods. When he made the clearing in front of the cabin, he picked up his pace and trotted over to the truck, but once he sat in the cab, he had to take a second and catch his breath.

			Then he started up the rusty truck with its camper top that no longer kept water out. Turning around, he headed up the road that led through the valley and back up the hill to their farmhouse and, beyond that, the long drive that led to the highway that went to town, where Raliv had avoided for several weeks. 

			He wasn’t sure why he stayed out on his own. He didn’t dislike the people. Somehow, he didn’t feel like he ought to be burdening them with his grief. People in town were pleasant to him, and just after Colleen had died, he had had to go into town to take care of arrangements and the estate, such as it was. 

			Since they owned everything together, it was pretty straightforward. And the people in town had looked at Raliv with tender eyes, their heads cocked slightly to one side in sympathy. They had expressed their condolences and assured Raliv that if there was anything they could do, and so forth. But there was nothing to do but to try to live, try to adjust, try to find his way in this very unfamiliar terrain. 

			Raliv drove along the road, more path than road, really. It was still muddy from all the rain, so he often found himself spinning a little sideways in some big puddle, but he saw no other tire tracks. It would be impossible for someone to have driven back onto his property and leave no tire tracks. At one dry spot, Raliv stopped the truck and got out, walked over to the next wide puddle, and inspected it, but there was nothing: no tire tracks, no footprints, nothing. 

			He looked around him, as if he might catch the culprit, still spying on him, but there was nothing and the rumbling of the truck had quieted the natural sounds of the woods. He got back in the truck and sped towards the puddle, letting momentum help push him through the boggiest spots. Once through the puddle, the road became better defined through the Johnson grass of the meadow and through the opening in the fence that had once held cattle in. He might as well check on the house, as long as he was out.

			Raliv pulled onto the gravel drive before the house, the crunching of the rocks giving a warm, familiar sound. Whenever anyone came by, the sound of the gravel being shifted was an early warning system both he and Colleen had learned to listen for. They didn’t get that many visitors. Their sons and grandchildren, sometimes, but they always called first. 

			Occasionally the mailman drove all the way back to their house with a box to deliver, dishes ordered online. Colleen’s sister was about the only other person who showed up unannounced, except for the missionaries that used to come by, but the last time they had come, Raliv had told them he was a druid, and they had not come back. Raliv really wasn’t a druid, he didn’t suppose, although he did appreciate the notion of harmony with the world around him, but the poor missionary, a well-scrubbed skinny girl wearing a flowered dress too large for her had not known what to say and had simply left. Raliv considered his tactic a success. 

			Raliv went in through the kitchen door. Inside, he took off his muddy boots by the back door and hung his jacket on the hook. The kitchen looked the same, which was good and bad. He was glad everything was in order, but looking at the kitchen table, maple with sliding leaves they pulled out when guests came, reminded him of Colleen and how many meals they had eaten there together over the years. 

			Raliv felt his stomach tighten. He decided he needed to do something, anything, to keep from going back into the sorrow he couldn’t bear. “I need a shower,” he said aloud, and his voice sounded odd, spoken in absence of anyone but himself to hear it, echoing in the room as if to remind him he was alone. 

			He walked through the room and down the hallway that led to their bedroom and the bathroom. As he passed the bedroom, he looked in and saw the bed, neatly made. He should sleep here tonight, he decided. He had food in the pantry and in the freezer. He should try again to sleep in their home. 

			Then he stopped and looked up. “Felicity,” he said aloud. He turned around to go back and get the cat. He couldn’t leave her locked up in the little cabin, and she was not allowed to go outside and kill the birds he fed. He retreated to the kitchen. 

			“Someone’s been poaching rabbits on our land, Honey.” He spoke to the chair where Colleen would sit for dinner as he pulled his boots back on. “Don’t know how they came in, though. No tire tracks. And they are sneaky too.” He stood and retrieved the jacket from the hook. “But I’ll catch them, Honey. Don’t you worry.” He looked at the chair again before heading out. He drove up to the mailbox first and pulled out the week’s worth of bills and junk mail and tossed them onto the passenger seat next to the .22 he had left there, then headed back towards the cabin.

			As he crossed the meadow just before the woods, he glanced over and saw the chair they had hewn from one of the big poplars they had had to have cut by the cabin because it leaned precariously over the little house. The timber cutter had said he could shape it with his chainsaw to look like a chair, and Colleen decided it would be perfect next to the shallow pond where they had planted a holly tree and still more daffodil bulbs. 

			Raliv’s glance at the chair had been perfunctory, but something caught his eye. There was something resting on the chair, a small animal maybe, but that wasn’t right. It was too flat to be an animal. It was furry, but not full. He stopped the truck, sending the mail sliding to the floor, and backed up to get a better look. 

			Putting the truck in park, he  got out. As he got closer to the roughly carved chair, he saw that it was a rabbit pelt. He picked it up. In fact, it was several rabbit pelts sewn together with strips of tanned rabbit leather. He held it up to inspect it. It was a bag made from rabbit skins. 

			He looked around him. Who put this here? And why? He looked back at the seat where he had found the rabbit bag, as if the chair would maybe give up the secret, and saw a piece of paper folded up and stuffed into a crevice that the chainsaw had left. Putting the bag down, he retrieved the note and carefully unfolded the paper. It was half an envelope, torn open carefully. On it was written in square, block letters:

			I don’t take more than I need. You have lots of rabbits.

			Raliv looked around himself sharply. He was certain he was being watched, but he could see no one. He felt that chill go up his back again. He put the note in his jacket pocket and headed towards the truck, searching the tree line with his eyes. Where were they? Who were they? 

			When he got to the truck, he looked back at the bag on the chair. It was payment, he realized. Whoever this was, giving him the bag was payment for the rabbit. Or rabbits, it now seemed certain. He went back and retrieved the bag and inspected it more closely. It was good tanning and surprisingly supple. He liked the look of it. He went back to the truck and put the rabbit bag in the glove box, so Felicity wouldn’t freak out, and drove back to the cabin.

			Raliv loaded the cat into the small carrier. In truth, Felicity did not try to go outside now that she had food, warmth, and company indoors, but her dislike of being in the truck was visceral, and he had learned to put her in the little kennel the hard way. The scratches up and down his right arm had taken weeks to heal. 

			As he was lowering Felicity into the box, the note fell from his shirt pocket and Raliv decided on a new strategy. After latching the wire door shut, he went over to the drop front desk at the foot of the bed and retrieved a small notepad he had picked up from the local weekly newspaper office. He grabbed a pen from the drawer and wrote:

			Who are you?

			He started to write more, something along the lines of stop trespassing, but he realized that it was really only a written version of “Keep off my lawn,” so decided not to write it. Then, he added:

			Thanks for the rabbit bag. What is your name? Where do you live?

			Then he paused and added:

			This is private property, you know.

			Maybe he did want to tell them to keep off his lawn. Folding up the note, he put it in his shirt pocket. That should do it.  He picked up the pet carrier and walked out the door. He rarely locked the cabin, since anyone heading this far back on their land had to pass right by the farmhouse, but this time he took out his key and set the deadbolt. 

			After placing the loudly meowing calico onto the passenger seat, he drove back out the path. When he got to the chair, he pulled up and turned the engine off. The day was warming nicely. Chorus frogs called from the pond. The dried-up baskets from last year’s Queen Anne’s lace bobbed in a slow breeze. The daffodils here in the sunlight had already started blooming. 

			He made his way to the chair to leave the note. He stood beside the stump. How many times had he and Colleen come here with a sandwich she had made in the kitchen and a couple of bottles of water to have an impromptu picnic, both of them managing to sit on the wide seat? They would talk about planting more flowers and maybe adding another tree. They would watch the osprey aerie atop the abandoned utility pole, a tightly woven mass of sticks, looking for the heads of the nestlings, then follow their progress to chicks, then grow to be fledglings. The same pair returned year after year, and Raliv and Colleen watched them raise their brood each year like happy grandparents. 

			The memory caught him up.

			He sat suddenly on the seat. He looked up across the field to the nesting site atop the pole. An osprey flew to it just as he looked, carrying a stick in its talons. “Look!” Raliv pointed, then dropped his hand and let out a deep sob. 

			Leaning over,  he buried his face into his hands and cried, letting out deep moans and wails. Somehow, out here in the fields of wildflowers and tall grasses, it seemed a perfect place to let out some sorrow. When he had cried for several minutes, he found himself stopping, somewhere between spent and sated, for the moment. 

			He stood and walked towards the truck, then remembered the note in his pocket. He thought about just forgetting it. What difference would it make? Maybe he should call the sheriff and have him help catch this intruder. But then he thought about the rabbit bag, and the note left for him, and turned around and walked back over to the big stump chair. He pulled the note from his pocket, folded it up, and wedged it into the crevice where he had found his note. 

			Returning to the truck, he drove Felicity back to the farmhouse.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 

			The next morning, Raliv had chores to do. For one thing, there were several bills that needed to be paid in the accumulated mail, so he would need to write out some checks, and put them in envelopes and take them to the post office. Colleen had handled most of the bill paying and usually did so online, but Raliv was new to that. Still, he vowed to figure it out. 

			And Felicity’s gravity-fed feeder was low, so he needed to run by the farm store for cat food. At the cabin, the cat ate whatever Raliv ate, but here, she only ate dry food. She had been a stray when Colleen had taken her in, but she took to domestication easily, more easily than Raliv himself had, he would have to admit. And Colleen had tamed Raliv with tenderness and love, the same way she had coaxed the gentle calico from the frightened, hissing, straggled cat underneath the steps of the back porch that day several years ago now. 

			Before meeting Colleen and falling for her wit and charm, like any man would have, Raliv had not hissed but grumbled. And he had not been frightened, exactly, more like skittish. If in his early romantic endeavors he had been too vulnerable and been hurt repeatedly, he entered this relationship timidly and had found the one woman he could drop all caution before. 

			Raliv found himself bustling, making coffee, and grabbing a breakfast bar. The sky out the window above the sink was cloudy again, yesterday’s sunshine being only a brief respite, but the room was bright. Colleen’s choice of the bright yellow paint ensured the room was cheery, even on the dreariest days. 

			He needed to go by the grocery too, perhaps. Some eggs, fresh vegetables, maybe some milk, if he thought the grandchildren might come by. His list of tasks to complete grew. Leaning against the counter, he jotted down the list on a pad of paper. He liked writing down a list and crossing each item off as he completed it. But what he realized he really wanted to do was check the chair in the pasture, to see if there was a note from the rabbit bag person. He looked out the window above the sink, in the direction of the big chair, but it was too far away for him to see from the house. 

			But first things first, he decided. Sitting at the kitchen table, he sorted out the bills and scrawled out the payments. On about half of them, he wrote the wrong year and had to write over his error. He shoved them into envelopes and put the stamps on them. Taking his .22 from where he had leaned it against the wall by the back door, he locked it in the narrow gun safe in their bedroom, his bedroom, he realized suddenly. 

			Then he grabbed his coat and picked his keys off the hook behind the door, the
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