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  Chapter 1
Abit




I kept asking myself if I shoulda seen all that trouble coming my way. But the answer was always no. No shivers, no belly ache, no bad feelings. Even Mollie, her head hanging out the truck window, missed any signs of danger.  
We’d just come home from a vacation, probably only the second or third of my life. Everything looked right as I pulled up the drive—a satisfying sight after three week away. I felt a tug in my chest when I saw the house hadn’t burned down, the fall garden hadn’t dried up, and the chickens were walking through the yard, looking for bugs right on schedule.  
Mollie was so happy to escape the truck, she jumped over me and down to the ground before I could move outta her way. She started rolling in the grass, doing her do-dahs on her back, big fuzzy paws waving in the air. She did that every time we’d been away for a spell.  
I smiled as I watched, recalling the time Mollie looked so happy wiggling on the cool grass I decided to join her. Hurt my spine something fierce, so no temptation this time. Besides, I was eager to get inside my home. For more than twenty year it had held my life’s tales and treasures, and I wanted to wallow in its warmth again. 
When I unlocked the front door and stepped inside, that was when I knew something was wrong. Even before I saw the man. 
“Oh. I wondered when someone would show up,” he said, putting his phone down on the kitchen counter, like it were sustenance.  
“Do I know you?” I asked. Stupid question, but my mind was whirling after a four-hundred-mile drive home and an intruder waiting for me. Of course I didn’t know him, and what in the world was he doing making himself at home in my home? 
Just then Mollie wandered in, and for oncet she was more surprised than me. I could see her coming to terms with the fact that someone likely up to no good was in her house. I grabbed her.  
The man looked at me that way some people did, like I didn’t have good sense. “I can imagine it’s unsettling to come home and find a stranger inside,” he said, a sneer making his comely face ugly. “But you see, I can’t leave. So get used to it.” 
He said it so calm-like, I caught myself thinking he musta had a good reason to stay. But just as quick, I shook my head clear. Mollie started growling, something she rarely did; I bent over to console her. When I turned back toward the man, I was looking down the barrel of a gun.  
I’d felt a rush of anger at this man taking over my home, but that gun cast a different light on things. “Now listen, mister,” I said, my voice sounding stronger than I felt. “I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re in, but you can get what you need and move on. I’ll even make you some food for the road. And I won’t say a word to a soul.” 
He laughed. “I’m not going anywhere, Mountain Man.” When I started to move toward the door, he added, quick-like, “And neither are you. Hand over your keys.”  
I tossed them his way. I didn’t want to get any closer to him, and I sure didn’t want Mollie getting within biting distance.  

      [image: image-placeholder]Eventually we settled into an uneasy truce. He did his thing, studying his phone for hours on end in the living room while me and Mollie hung round the kitchen. I could see he’d taken food from my freezer, mostly left uneaten on the counter. Like the meatloaf I’d been looking forward to, frozen for a night just like this one when cooking was outta the question. His picking at it made me furious since it would now go to waste; I could  not eat his leftovers.  
I’d left my cellphone in the truck, so I eased toward the bedroom where I still had a landline, acting like I needed to lie down. That was when I heard the pistol cock. “Maybe you didn’t hear me, Vester. You aren’t going anywhere or calling anyone.” 
Mollie started growling again, but I whispered in her ear that I needed her to be a good girl. She gave a few of those whisper woofs all dogs do so they can have the last word. She quieted down then, like she knew we were in deep trouble. 
We sat silent-like for what seemed to be hours. I stayed in the kitchen, away from him all sprawled out in my chair, and prayed for our safety. Like I did at times like this, I promised to be a better person if given the chance. I’d cherish every moment instead of letting them race by, as though each one weren’t precious. 
After a while, I looked at my watch, expecting hours to have passed, but it hadn’t even been one. I moved into the living room so I could study the man, not long past being a boy. Tall, but kinda flabby. And pale. Like someone who’d spent too much time indoors, likely at a desk. His dark hair was longer than the current fashion, something I somehow knew from watching television. I was trying to hate him, but those dark brown eyes of his looked so sad it was hard not to feel something close to pity. 
My stomach started growling. I’d been hungry on the way home, thinking about that meatloaf for supper, but my appetite left when I’d crossed the threshold. I’d never known it to stay away long, though, and oncet again it was rearing its head. And I could feel Mollie’s stomach gurgling as I held her close. 
“I need to make us some supper.” I stood and walked toward the freezer.  
“Sure, sure. I’m a reasonable guy.” He kinda chuckled, like that was funny. 
I thought about beans and pulled pork, but my stomach felt too tender for that. I rummaged round and made Mollie’s dinner from her bag of kibble and mine from the chickens—fresh scrambled eggs—and toast from a loaf I’d picked up at a farmers market on the way home. There was plenty for me and the stranger, but I was loathe to offer him any. Eventually, though, I figured kindness might work better than anger and asked if he wanted any. He turned down my offer with a shake of his head. 
After my meal, while I was doing the dishes, a bone-weariness washed over me. I walked into the living room, Mollie by my side, and headed to my bedroom. 
“Oh, no you don’t. I need to keep an eye on you. And what about your cellphone? Hand it over.” 
“How do you know I have one?” 
“Because everyone does. They’re like our opposable thumbs … distinguishing us from other animals.” He thought that was clever and kinda smiled before motioning with his free hand and steadying the gun on me with the other.
“It’s in the truck,” I said. “I can’t be calling anyone with it out there.” I kept walking to the bedroom. 
“I said NO!” 
“I told you I don’t have it on me.” 
“But you probably have some old-fashioned landline in there. No way. You can sleep on the sofa, where I can watch you.” 
That was so senseless. Why not rip out the telephone cord and let me sleep in my own bed? But I caught myself before I spoke. I didn’t want to cut any possible ties with the outside world. I made my way over to the couch. “And what about you?” I asked. 
“I don’t sleep.” 
I figured he was just being contrary. I settled on the couch, way too small for my six-foot-three frame, but better than the hardwood floor where Mollie curled up nearby. I hoped she’d stay close and not try some fool thing to protect me.  
Exhaustion pulled me into sleep.






  
  Chapter 2
Abit


My neighbor’s rooster woke me round five o’clock, before the first speck of light in the sky.  What is that blamed rooster doing up before dawn? I thought, barely awake. I rolled over and put the pillow over my head. Then I remembered the stranger. I looked his way in the still-dark room. The moon was full or I’d never've made him out, sitting in my easy chair, wide awake, the gun pointing directly at me.
“I’m getting up now,” I told him. “I need the bathroom and then to make breakfast for me and my dog. She needs to go out. Trust me, she won’t be calling anyone out there.” 
He did that thing with the gun like they do on TV, motioning with it, not saying a word. 
Mollie didn’t want to leave my side, but the man had already told me I couldn’t go outside with her. I let her out the front door and spent a moment appreciating the cool October morning air. Soon though, the tang of autumn, something I’d loved since I were a boy, filled my head with thoughts of death and decay. I closed the door and walked to the bathroom. Along the way I noticed the landline. I looked over my shoulder to make sure the man couldn't see and picked up the receiver. Silence. The cord lay on the floor like a dead serpent; the man had pulled it from the wall, likely while I'd slept.
After I washed, I went back to the front window, where I could see Mollie sitting on the porch in the exact spot I’d left her. “Go on, girl. It’s okay. Get to it.”  
I started breakfast and offered to make the stranger some. He grunted no. Again.  
“You need to eat,” I told him, as if I cared about his well-being. But I could see he was kinda feverish—his brow moist with sweat, even though the house had turned cool overnight—and I didn’t want him doing something crazy because he had the jitters from not eating.  
“Make it for yourself and that dog, but leave me out of it. How do I know you won’t poison me?” 
I shuddered at the terror of living inside a mind like his. Life was hard enough for real, but add in his dark imaginings, and it had to be unbearable. 
I went back to my fixins. Mollie and I tucked into the eggs and sausages and some biscuits I’d found buried in the freezer. I let her have some people food in addition to her kibble, hoping she’d enjoy her day more. 
While we were eating, the man’s phone buzzed with a text that sent him off the deep end. He paced round the living room, ranting like a man in deep despair. He started spouting a bunch of gibberish about “them coming for me.” After a time, he put his phone down and collapsed in my chair again. 
“All I can figure is you’re hiding from someone, but really you need to get away from here,” I said. “I can help. I’ll drive you anywhere. You can have all my cash. Food is low because I’ve been gone, but there’s plenty in the freezer and fruit cellar.” 
“You’ll know what I look like, where you’ve taken me.” 
“You can take my truck. It looks old but it runs good.” My heart cramped at the thought of giving him my Chevy truck, the kind with those beautiful wraparound windows in the back, the way they made them in 1950. But at this point that seemed the better choice. 
“No, they’re looking for me, but they’ll never find me here. I’m staying put.” 
“Who’s looking for you?” 
“Shut up.” 
“This is crazy. You can’t stay here forever.” 
“I’m thinking. I’m thinking. Shut up!” 
I ignored him. “What if someone comes? Or calls? There are people expecting me. What if they show up to check on me?” I could see him stop to ponder that for a moment. “Tell me who’s after you? I know a lot of people who can help. You’re just a boy, not much older than my two. What could you have done so wrong?” 
“Oh, mister. You are so quaint. By the time anyone’s twenty-five years old, they could’ve destroyed a whole village. Dismantled an empire.”
“You say they, whoever that is, won’t find you here, but all kinds of people do come here, any time of day. That could lead to gossip, which won’t work in your favor.” 
“Oh, yeah? Looks to me like you live a pretty solitary life. I checked it all out before you got here. I know you live alone. Your bed is slept on only one side, and the kids’ beds are a little dusty. I’m not expecting anyone to show up. And if the postman or someone like that happens along, this,” he added, looking at his pistol, “will help you say the right thing.” He nodded at Mollie. “Or that dog is history.”
Thing was, he was right. No one was coming here. Not even the postman; I’d stopped my mail for the trip. My girlfriend, Keely Crivello, lived in New Jersey, where I’d been for a coupla week. We’d met last summer when she was down this way writing her novel, and we’d hit it off. But she taught school and needed to return to Jersey for another year.  
My best friend, Della Kincaid, and her husband, Alex Covington, had moved back to Washington, D.C., where I’d stopped for a few days on my way home. They’d promised to come for the holidays, but that was weeks away.  
Shiloh, my woodworking partner, was off on one of his Zen retreats. I’d timed my trip so he could stay here and water the garden and feed the chickens before he went off to whatever they do—or don’t do—at an ashram.  
Even my neighbor Matthew wouldn’t know I was home ‘til Mollie wandered down his way to play with his Irish setter, Red. No way he could see my truck from his house. 
I was at a loss for any more pleas or promises. While we sat in the living room for another agonizing spell of silence (Shiloh would’ve loved it!), I thought about the book I’d been reading while I was away. It talked about how unexpected happenings shape our lives. How things turn out—or not—for the flukiest reasons. Like the way a random exchange with someone or a missed turn on the road could send your life in a whole different direction. Which made me think about when Della and I’d met all those year ago. If I hadn’t been sitting in my chair outside of Coburn’s just when she drove by, if I hadn’t waved, we might not have ever met, and I’d still be just one more local no-count, moping round a closed store. Or how maybe if I hadn’t gone on that vacation, the stranger would have stopped at a different place, tormenting someone else right now.  






  
  Chapter 3
Abit


The next day played out pretty much the same as the one before, except I skipped my midday dinner, mostly because I didn’t have enough food in the house. And because fear was turning my stomach inside out.   
The man had put his phone down and spent much of the day scribbling in a notebook. That was something we could agree on—I preferred that kinda notebook more than my phone. Easier to find stuff. I recalled Della telling me about using special reporters’ notebooks, so maybe that was his story too. 
My mind raced with ideas about how to slip away. I had visions of somehow getting ahold of the keys and sneaking out at night, me and Mollie making a run for it to the sheriff’s office in Newland. But then what? Sheriff Armstrong would probably just laugh at me. “Scared of your own shadow?” he’d taunt. He’d treated me thataway before. 
Besides, I’d never make it past the stranger, who didn't seem to sleep. For two days and two nights, I’d catch glimpses of him, and he was always awake. I didn’t know what to make of that. 
But I kept working at ways to escape. After a while I swear he could read my thoughts. He pointed the pistol at me. “When you’re dreaming, remember this,” he said, shaking the gun. “And don’t think that stupid happy dog of yours will be any protection. I'd shoot it first.” 
I was offended by how glib he was about killing a fine dog like Mollie. Or anything, for that matter. Everything started to wear down on me, time moving so slow I thought the day would never end. I could sense Mollie growing anxious, stuck inside so much, barely venturing past the porch. Finally, just before suppertime, I looked into the man’s sad, lost eyes and decided to make a pact with the Devil.  
“I’ve got a place in my barn that no one knows about. My boys, back when they were little, found it and hid there. That first time I looked and looked but couldn’t find them. Nearly scared me to death. They started laughing, and I was so happy to hear them, safe and sound, I ran to where they lay and joined in. It’s a serious place to hide. If you’re careful, no one will find you. You can go out there and stay as long as you like. I’ll bring you food and water. Then when the coast is clear, you can move on.” 
He was quiet for a while. The more time passed, the more I got my hopes up he’d take me up on the offer. Before long, though, I worried about what I’d just said. What was I thinking, giving safe harbor to someone pointing a gun at me and Mollie?  
I jumped when he suddenly asked, “What’s your name? I saw some bills on your desk. Said a man named Vester Bradshaw Junior lived here. You don’t look like a Vester, whatever they look like.” 
“People call me Abit, a nickname my father gave me. Because he said I was a bit slow. Thought that was real funny.” 
He frowned. “Why’d you keep using it?” 
“Oh, I reckon I’d been called that so long, by the time I was old enough to make a change, it didn’t bother me anymore.” 
“Well, at least your dad was around. I barely knew mine.” 
“Sometimes I wished that were true for me.”
He nodded, though I could tell he thought his was worse. Probably was. “My father inherited a ton of money, then made even more. But he never helped with my college tuition, which would have been spare change for him. But I showed him; I got a scholarship and worked hard.”
“Why in the world would he treat you like that?” 
“I was the son from before. Before his shiny new family that didn’t come with baggage. But you wouldn't know about things like that with your hillbilly family units.” 
He was definitely out of his head. I didn't know about distant rich fathers, but I knew the poor kind. And we never had much of a family unit, if that was what I thought it was. I told him that. 
“Well then, you know what it feels like to be a kid raised by a father who doesn’t care.” 
“Raised, yes, but you're no kid anymore.” I stopped before I said too much. 
“What, you think I need to get a grip?” He sneered at me. “Is that what you were going to say?” 
“No,” I lied. “Just that you should live your own life. Not the bad version you’ve brought to my doorstep.”  
He glared. Then pouted. 
“So what’s your name,” I asked, trying to keep him talking. 
“None of your business.” 
I shrugged. Fine, I didn’t really want to know his name. I just wanted him gone.  
The living room thrummed with silence. Finally he said, “Parker.”
 “What?”
“My name’s Parker.”
“Is that a first or last name?”
 He waved the gun, kinda limp-like, but still, it was a loaded gun. “Don’t get cute. It’s my first name. Family name and all that.” 
“Well, Parker, we both got screwed on first names.” He seemed lost in sad memories when I stood to stretch my legs. As I headed to the front door, he sat up in a hurry. “I sure could use some walking round,” I said before he could threaten me again. “You can hold that blamed gun on me, but let’s walk round outside. I’ll show you the hiding place. You’d never find it on your own.” 
I gulped the fresh air, a tonic after two days stuck inside a room stinking with fear. Autumn had come down on Hanging Dog while I was away—something that now seemed months instead of days ago—blanketing the mountains in bright colors and a hint of wood smoke. Wonderful. 
We still had just enough daylight to make our way into the barn, where all kinds of tools—shovels, pitchforks, rakes—were just out of reach. Parker noticed them too. “Don’t get any ideas,” he said, giving me a little shove. We had to squeeze into the space just below the hiding place, so close I could smell his unwashed body. I prayed he’d move in there and leave us be. Maybe he’d sleep some and calm down enough to leave.  
He actually thanked me for showing him, but said he’d have to think on how he might use that space. He pushed me back toward the house.

      [image: image-placeholder]Come nightfall, Parker turned into a chatterbox, saying all kinds of things that didn’t make much sense to me. Something about public monies and crooked developers. I wanted to ask if there were any other kind. For most of my life, people from cities had been eyeing our land and quality of life, taking whatever they could. Developers poured in, replacing the lumber barons as the new rich class.   
And in that twisted way fate has, their coming here made all the good stuff start to change for us. What with skyrocketing land prices, newcomers complaining about school taxes—as if our young’uns didn’t matter—plus the scourge of drugs and other sorrows, our towns and counties weren’t like they used to be.  
I was tired and wanted sleep. I interrupted Parker to ask what he was going on about, but he just told me to shut up. His favorite expression. Eventually he talked himself out, and another day finally ended. 
A stiff neck woke me the next morning. I could tell from the lack of light in the room that I had a few more moments of peace before sunrise. I rolled over, but then jerked wide awake. It wasn’t Matthew’s rooster this time, but a sense that something had changed. Mollie’s eyes were wide with a fear I couldn’t make out. I shushed her low growls, afraid Parker would waggle that gun at her again.  
When I stretched and looked round, he was gone.  






  
  Chapter 4
Abit


I searched every inch of the farm until I’d worked up a sweat. Mollie thought it was a big game, so happy to be outside, on her own. As long as it was a workday—it was Wednesday, wasn’t it?—I reckoned I didn’t have to worry about her going down to Matthew’s and getting him mixed up in this mess; he’d be safely off teaching school.   
After a time, I leaned against the big maple tree in my yard and thanked Jesus that Parker had left without harming us, at least physically. “Good riddance and don’t come back,” I said out loud.  
I headed to the house to make breakfast with whatever I could find. For oncet, I looked forward to going to the grocery. I wasn’t even mad that Parker went off with my truck keys. I had a spare set in my woodshop. 
I got the percolator going, and before long, I was sitting at the table, sipping a big cup of coffee. Amazing how extraordinary something so simple, so everyday, could feel at a time like this. I remembered my earlier prayer about not taking things for granted, and I vowed all over again to try to live thataway.  
My back hurt from sleeping on the couch, but I knew that would heal in time. I pried myself up to start our breakfast. Halfway through frying bacon, I heard Mollie carrying on with long, mournful howls—howlwoo, howlwoo, howlwoo.  
I found her in the barn. At the foot of the boys’ hiding place. 
I’d only glanced up that way on my earlier search, so I climbed up for a better look. Way in the back, against some old hay bales, Parker lay as quiet as I’d ever seen him. His dark, sightless eyes no longer sad. One arm flung to the side, the gun that had put a bullet through his head nearby. It was a medium-sized revolver of some kind (I didn’t know guns and I didn’t want to), and fired so close it could easily do what it was invented to do. The distance from the house plus all that hay musta muffled the sound so I hadn’t heard it. Or had I? Maybe that was what had jarred me awake and put the fear into Mollie. 
I climbed down and sat with my dog. I felt like howling too.  
I finally eased Mollie away from the barn and back into the house. It somehow felt empty, a crazy notion I didn’t want to ponder. I called the sheriff. This time he didn’t laugh. 
While a waited, I scoured the house for anything Parker might have left behind. He’d used his phone a number of times, but I’d seen it sticking out of his shirt pocket in the barn. I had to leave that for the sheriff. But in my home? That was different.  
He hadn’t moved round much, sitting in my chair most of the time. And true to his word, he didn’t eat, so he only went to the kitchen for water. It wasn’t ‘til I sat in my chair—at last!—that I felt something poking at me. I pulled out the cushion and found the notebook he’d been writing in stuffed to the side. Couldn’t have been an accident, slipping outta his pocket. No, he'd left it on purpose. I quickly hid it in my desk and went to greet the sheriff.
 






  
  Chapter 5
Abit


Sheriff Armstrong parked behind the cruiser that had arrived just before him. He said something to his deputy, then walked over to me. “You again?”  
Armstrong and I had sparred last year over Dusk Holt, a friend he’d wrongly accused of murder. When Della and I finally led him to the real killer, you’d’ve thought he’d be happy the case was solved, especially since we’d let him take all the credit. But I reckoned the nerve needed to do such dangerous work got in the way of civility. 
“Let’s hope this goes a lot easier than last time,” I said. 
He grunted and started with all kinds of questions. I told him everything I knew. He repeated a few questions, like he'd catch me in a lie. I sighed with relief when he backed down the drive, leaving the folks dressed in white coveralls to finish up. That took till late afternoon.  
The next day I was surprised when Armstrong called with the autopsy results. Said it seemed only fair, given what I’d been put through. He confirmed Parker’s fingerprints were all over the gun, and his hand had enough gunpowder residue to conclude he’d suffered a lethal, self-inflicted bullet wound. 
But the results also showed something else. 
Parker suffered from bipolar disorder, though apparently lately he hadn’t been taking his meds. Somehow that made me feel better knowing the guy couldn’t help the way he’d treated me and Mollie. 
Armstrong also cleared up another mystery—I’d wondered how Parker had gotten up this way. His late model BMW was found abandoned about a mile from my farm. Out of gas. Parker was so out of it by then, he just took off walking. Probably didn’t realize a gas station was way closer than my home.  
I had no real attachment to the outcome of this whole mess. I did wonder if Parker had left any kind of note, but Armstrong hung up on me without an answer. Fine. All I really cared about was the case was closed. 
Only it wasn’t over. Not for me. Sure, the body had gone off in an ambulance. The coroner had done her job. The sheriff’s deputies filed their reports and moved on to a big drug bust near Newland. But I couldn’t turn off those three days that easily.  
Maybe it was the long drive home from D.C., followed by a three-day nightmare with a madman. And then lawmen roaming my farm and scaring me and the chickens. And Mollie! Whatever, I felt about as hollow as Parker’s eyes, a picture I could never unsee.

      [image: image-placeholder]It took some time before my world felt safe again. I mostly sat in my front yard under the maple tree, appreciating the comfortable chairs I’d made with curves tailored to my body. I could sit for hours without the first back pain, watching the birds carry on, grabbing and squabbling over the seed.  It was getting late in the year, but the crickets still had some song left in them, just slower, like they were tired after a long year. I knew the feeling.
And I watched that blamed squirrel, Sparky—the one with the scar from some encounter with electricity that ran clean down his back—get into feeders I’d paid extra to keep him out. Sometimes Mollie slept nearby. Other times she and Matthew’s dog, Red, put on a show for me while I just sat. Restful-like. 
I’d been too busy for years, what with starting my woodworking shop and rearing two boys. To be honest, it felt grand to just sit and watch. It took me back to when I was a boy and balanced my chair outside Coburns General Store. I watched then, too, only that was when I believed I was a no count, not fit to do much else. I’d try to take on more, round the house or Coburns when Daddy still owned it, but neither he nor Mama wanted me round. No one did.  
Until Della. She changed everything.
Over time, I came to see myself as someone worth knowing. Later, my boys, oncet I got over the fear of breaking them, became an overflowing spring of joy. Even now, with them gone off to do what they’re meant to do, they still filled me up.  
Nowadays I just sat round and watched because I couldn’t do much else. That encounter with Parker had set me back on my heels. Della was doing her best to help me through, even if it were only over the telephone. We talked every day, and her good sense and love began to ease my mind. I talked with Keely almost as often, though I didn’t tell her everything. She was life-lusty, so full of opinions and passion she’d’ve told me to get up and get crackin'. It’s what makes her so exciting to be around. But there’s a time and place.
While visiting Keely in New Jersey, I felt a sense of peace come over me from spending so much time near the ocean. I’d only seen the Atlantic from Ireland, where it seemed angry, vicious even at times. But on the Jersey Shore, it rolled in and out with a mesmerizing rhythm; I fell under its spell. I could imagine the pull it had on Keely, not unlike the moon and the tides. That plus the young’uns she taught kept her there, and maybe that was for the best. I was in no shape for visitors.
I did spend time going over Parker’s notebook, the one I’d found in my chair. I was pretty sure he’d left it as a message. Trouble was, I didn’t know what kind. He’d written some names on a few pages, and what read like conspiracy theories
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