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  Prologue

Erik


Spruce Lake
Gragg, N.C.
June, 2015





       



I DREADED THE SWELTER awaiting me in the cabin, but I was sick of the banal chatter and mindless drinking at The Way Out bar. Besides, people at work had complained my countenance was best described as dyspeptic. (If they only knew how true that was!) I thought an early night might help.
Once home, I headed to the deck and dragged my lounge chair into the shade of a giant oak. The webbing groaned under my weight, but the cold Pabst went down easy.
I tried to relax, but who was I kidding? That hadn’t happened in years. Ten months ago when I’d moved to Spruce Lake, I had hopes of a new beginning. Then fate intervened and drew him into my path, igniting the wrath that had smoldered for decades. 
He hadn’t recognized me as we passed each other on the street, even though he had taken everything from me—wife, daughter, respect, health, even the nature of my breath. In a flash, the bitter tang of hate filled my mouth.
Lost in cruel memories, I was brought back to the deck by a buzzing sound. I searched for its source and was delighted to discover a wasp struggling in a large web under the eaves. People here call them waspers, but that made them sound cartoonish. I knew all too well they were deadly.
I studied its attempts to escape, but there was no way out. As I sipped another beer, a black spider emerged from the shadows like a gladiator.
I toasted the spider with my Pabst, knowing it was time to finally settle the score. 






  
  Chapter 1

Abit


  Laurel Falls, N.C.  
Summer, 2015






I WAS SWEATING. Not just from the hot June day but because some guy was giving me the stank eye. His face, cool and unbothered by the heat, said he was still on the young side, maybe late twenties, but his eyes looked weary. I got one of my shivers when I saw a couple of prison tats on his neck. Blue crosses, one on each side.
I was standing in the produce department at the SuperMart, the grocery out on the highway past Laurel Falls. I didn’t shop there much. The growing season had been good so far, and I got most of what I ate outta my garden or picked up at the farmers market at Coburn’s General Store. Now that Annie Totherow ran the store, she’d come up with new ideas to bring in more business. It felt good to see that parking lot hopping with trucks and transactions. When I was growing up and Daddy was doing his best to run Coburn’s into the ground, only a car now and again stirred up dust.
I put a bunch of grapes in my basket and cut my eyes over to where that fellow had been. Good. He was gone.
Until he wasn’t.  
After I picked out a few more things and went through the checkout, I caught a glimpse of someone moving up on me. I turned, ready for him, staring back hard.
“You’re Mr. Bradshaw, aren’t you?” he asked. “Adam, isn’t it?” 
“Who wants to know? And it’s Abit, not Adam.”
“That’s right!” he said, snapping his fingers and breaking out with a big grin that made him look less scary. “We have that in common—unusual first names. They sure can be a pain in the backside.”
“That right?”
“Right.” He looked round, nervous-like. “You may not remember me, but I’m Dusk Holt. You and the woman from the general store, Ms. Kincaid, helped look into my family’s mess.” He smiled even though those memories had to be painful.
Dusk Holt. Grown up, as tall as my six-foot-three frame with muscles he’d likely worked on in prison. Blond hair flopped over his forehead and almost covering his eyes, looking more like a surfer dude than an ex-con. Except for those tats. “You were such a young’un then,” I said. “I’m surprised you remember much.”
“Well, my sister, Astrid, never forgot that summer, and she kept telling me all about it. And how could a kid forget that his mother had been killed?”
That hung so heavy I couldn’t think of a thing to say. I knew the real story about his mother, but I’d never tell him. Not even if he asked. “Anyway, I’ve been trying to find Ms. Kincaid,” he went on, looking round as if she were hiding behind the bread display. “Astrid told me to stop by the store, you know, and say hi and thank you.” Then he bowed toward me, like he was tipping a cap. “And to you too. She said you were real nice to her, especially that day on the bus.”
I was going along with this happy reunion until something struck me as odd. “How’d you recognize me? It’s been what? Twenty year?” 
He held up his cellphone. “Astrid again. She sent me a photo of you two Ms. Kincaid included in a Christmas card one year.” 
I felt ashamed of myself, so quick to judge him. I recalled what a nice boy he’d been back then. And what dark days that family had gone through. As much as Mama had driven me crazy at times, I woulda missed her if she’d left. I was lost in those thoughts when I heard Dusk clear his throat. I jerked my attention back. “Oh, Ms. Kincaid, er, Della, moved back to Washington, D.C.," I said, "and she gave Coburn’s to me.” He looked at my sack of groceries from the SuperMart and raised his eyebrows. “Oh, well, Coburn’s doesn’t carry everything,” I said, as if I owed him an explanation. “What brings you back to town?”
“How do you know I’ve been gone?”
“Well, besides never seeing you in such a small place, I, er …” I realized too late I was running my fingers along my neck.
He pulled up his collar. “That was a big misunderstanding,” was all he said.
“Okay, but why’d you give me the stank eye?”
He surprised me when he laughed. “I need glasses. I was squinting to make you out. I wasn’t sure if it was you, until you turned my way.”
After that we stood there a while, both uneasy about what to do next. I could tell Dusk wanted to ask something, and I wanted to know why he was going by that name when as early as six year old he’d asked to be called Dee. But I reckoned we all changed over time, especially after a stay in prison.
“Well, I guess I’ll be moving on. Good to see you again,” I said. Not very original, but it got the job done.
“Yeah, and I’ll see you better next time.”
Next time? I thought, with no hint of kindness. 
Dusk misunderstood my quizzical look. He put his hand up, as though he were lifting something to his face. “Yeah, when I’ve got my new glasses.” He laughed again, like that were hilarious.
I waved behind me on the way out the door.  

      [image: image-placeholder]I drove out of the parking lot, pulled over, and called Della. We’d stayed in close touch since she’d moved a few year ago. She’d been back to visit five or six times, and the boys and I had gone to D.C. twicet before they’d each graduated from high school and left Laurel Falls behind. 
“Della, you’re not gonna believe who I ran into at the SuperMart.”
“What are you going out there for?”
Not her too. “Grapes. And sweet corn. I didn’t plant any this year, and no one at the farmer’s market had any yet.”
“So who was this mysterious person?”
“Dusk Holt. You know, Dee. He said he was looking for you.”
She was silent for a while. I knew both those kids still played on her mind. After a time, she asked, “What ever happened to him?”
“Well, it wasn’t exactly old home week. Apparently he’s had a rough time of it. Say, did you know Astrid now lives in Paris? And I don’t mean Kentucky.”
“Yeah, we exchange Christmas cards and the occasional email. She always did say she was going to get out of that place. But what did you mean by rough time for Dee?”
I filled her in on the prison tats. I heard her sigh. “How did you recognize him?”
“I didn’t. He was giving me the stank eye and eventually introduced himself.”
“Why?”
“Why did he introduce himself?”
“No, why was he giving you a dirty look?”
“Turned out he was just squinting at me. Said he needed glasses.”
Della laughed. I guessed it was funny, oncet I thought about it. “What did he want, besides my whereabouts?” she asked.
“I’m not sure, but I could tell he was after something.”
“Let’s hope it goes better than the first time we met him.”







  
  Chapter 2

Abit


Someone was knocking on my front door. That just about never happened. I either knew them and they walked right in, or they didn’t come at all. I spent a lot of time by myself, what with my boy, Conor, traveling with a bluegrass band outta Nashville and my other boy, Vern, down in Asheville at cooking school.  
Mollie wasn’t used to the kind of visitors who knocked. She started barking and carrying on, unlike her usual quiet self. When I first got her I’d even asked the vet if there was something wrong with her voice box. She was that quiet. I peeked out the window and got another shiver. 
Dusk, standing there with a six-pack in hand. 
I thought about ignoring him, but I couldn’t fake not being home. Mollie had given us away.
“Mr. Bradshaw? Are you in there?”
No good ever came from being called Mr. Bradshaw, but I opened the door anyway. “Er … hello, Dusk. What brings you round?” The beer was obvious, but the reason wasn’t.
“I just thought we could chat a while and have a beer or two. Or more if you like.” That strange laugh again. 
He’d cleaned up nice, making an effort, and I reckoned the boy was lonely. Maybe not long outta prison. I got Mollie calmed down, opened the screen door, and stepped out onto the porch. For some reason I didn’t want him in my house. I made excuses about the house being stuffy on such a hot evening, but deep down I knew different. I ushered him toward the big maple tree between the house and barn. 
We settled into the chairs I kept out there, and dang if he hadn’t brought my favorite beer. He handed me one, popped the top on his, and started telling me about moving back to Laurel Falls. He’d been living in a hostel since he got out, not welcome to live with his daddy at the old family home. That word family made me shake my head. 
Dusk picked up on that. “Yeah, some family, huh? My father doesn’t claim me anymore. He’s busy with his new family—and the new house he’s building. Easier to start fresh than to deal with me and Astrid. Not that Astrid’s done anything to be ashamed of. And of course, our mother is gone, though I barely remember her. That’s partly why I came here.”
“To Laurel Falls?” I asked, hoping that was what he meant.
“Well, yes, in part. But also to see you.” 
I felt a weight like a rock-filled rucksack bear down on my shoulders. I nodded and we sat like that for some time. My mind drifted back to the tumult of those days long ago. Neither Dusk nor Astrid had any idea their mother went off to live the high life in Washington, D.C. Their crazy father, Enoch, decided it would be easier on the kids to think of their mother as dead than to go through their lives knowing the truth. 
Della, with a little help from me, found her and made certain she made payments to the father for the kids’ well-being. I was wondering if that was still the case when I heard another pull-tab spew and Dusk say, “I was hoping you could tell me something about my mother. Did you ever meet her? And how did you find her body?”
Oh how was I going to get round all those questions? Not truthfully, that was for sure. “It wasn’t me who found her, Dusk. It was Della Kincaid.” That was at least true, as far as it went.
“But Astrid said you helped.”
“I did, yes.” I turned toward the man, who at that moment looked so hopeful my heart ached. I told him all I could, explaining that I’d barely met her. Again, the truth if I stopped there. Besides, he didn’t need to know all the dirty details about his mother.
When I’d finished, he sighed and swallowed the last of his beer, then crushed the can with one strong hand. I looked at my watch, hoping our evening was coming to a close, though I had to admit it’d been more enjoyable than I’d reckoned. Except for those prison tats, he seemed to have grown up okay. Then he threw me back on my heels.
“I asked around and heard you sometimes rent out your guestroom. I need a place to stay. That hostel is just one step up from … well, you know.”
I felt uneasy all over again. Was he checking up on me, what with bringing my favorite beer and knowing about my spare room? I’d allowed plenty of folks to live in the guestroom I’d fixed up out in the barn. Nigel Steadman; Duane Dockery; Shiloh, my woodworking partner, who’d moved in and outta there more times than I could count. Even an FBI agent. But an ex-con? Well, I thought, at least I don’t have to worry about the safety of the boys with an ex-con living on the farm, but what about mine?
Dusk noticed my unease and stayed quiet for a change. Mollie sensed it too. She came over and licked my hand. I took that as a sign. I said, “First I need to know what sent you to prison.”






  
  Chapter 3

Abit


“I can see by the look on your face you think I’m a serial killer. Well, I’m not.” 
I felt ashamed I was so easy to read. Funny he’d said that too. A number of year ago, I’d dealt with a serial killer who’d seemed ordinary enough. Not anyone we would ever suspect.
“I just got into dumb stuff in high school,” he said. “A little weed selling, later kiting a few checks. Listen, man, I was screwed up after my mother died. My dad was okay with us, I suppose, but it didn’t fill the hole in my heart. Can you understand that?”
I knew about holes in the heart, so I nodded. Then I added an unasked-for opinion. “Those prison tats aren’t doing you any favors.” 
His hand flew up to his neck and color screamed up his face. “I can’t wear a turtleneck year-round, you know. I’m planning on getting those laser treatments when I get settled. It was just a stupid thing to try to fit in. Imagine how low you’ve fallen when you try to fit in in prison.”
When he put it that way, I felt more kindly toward him. I doubted his troubles were just “a little weed,” but I no longer felt afraid of him. Goodness knows I coulda gone down the wrong path with just a hair’s difference in circumstance.
Dusk looked uncomfortable, squirming in his chair. “I’ve got something else to ask.” I felt myself go stiff. I’d heard setups like that before, and they never came to any good. Con artists were expert at that one-two punch. I waited for him to explain. He hung his head when he said, “I should be ashamed to ask, but like I said, I’ve already hit rock bottom. At least I hope I have.” He paused so long I made a motion for him to go on. I was dreading whatever he had in mind and wanted to get it over with. “When you opened your door to me, I smelled some fine cooking, and I wonder if there are any leftovers.”
I coulda wept. Lonesome and hungry was a mournful state to be in. We all need good people and food to survive, and he had neither. “That was fried chicken and greens that left their stink hanging over the whole house,” I said, trying for a chuckle. 
“Oh, they smelled like heaven to me, sir.”
I stood. “OK, while I warm them up, come on in and wash up. And try getting used to calling me Abit rather than sir.” He did chuckle at that.

      [image: image-placeholder]Dusk plowed through those leftovers faster than Conor and Vern going through a growing spurt. It hurt to see people tear into their food, knowing they’d likely been going without for some time. Eventually he wiped his mouth and put the napkin down. “Just so you know, I’m in the 12-step program and I’m making amends.” 
“You have no amends to make with me, Dusk. Your mama’s the one who needs to be doing that.” I coulda kicked myself, messing up the big lie. But it seemed to pass him by. 
“See, that’s the thing. I don’t know much about her. Astrid said Ms. Kincaid found out what she’d been doing when she died, and …” He paused and took a big glug of beer. “… I was just wondering about what little family I have.”
When I looked over at him, he seemed lost in some kinda dream. I kinda nudged his foot with my boot. He sat up straighter.
“Oh, sorry. Just went down a rabbit hole. I do that sometimes.” I was about to clear the table when he took the last biscuit and mopped his plate. I’d made the biscuits the day before, but he didn’t seem to mind it being on the dry side; better to mop with, I reckoned. 
“So here’s the deal. Enoch has given up on me. He never came to see me when I was at Cold as Hell.” He gave a mirthless chuckle. “That’s what everyone called the place where I did my time: Caldwell Correctional Center. That nickname doesn’t make much sense, but then nothing in prison makes sense. Anyway, I called Enoch when I got out and came back here, but he said not to bother contacting him again until I got my act together. That hurt, but I’m used to that kinda thing. He’ll see. I’m going to do better. I want to help people. Not just making amends by thanking those who’ve helped me and asking forgiveness from those I’ve hurt, but doing right by folks in need.”
I was thinking how odd it sounded to call his daddy by his first name; said a lot about their relationship. Then again, who was I to talk? Whatever, I hoped he meant that about doing right. At the time I didn’t think to ask what he had in mind. I just figured he’d find a job helping old people or repairing poor folks’ homes. I shoulda asked, but looking back, I doubt anything I’d’ve said then could’ve stopped what fate had in store for us.
“To be honest,” he started up again, “I don’t recall much of anything leading up to Mother’s death. Astrid says Enoch and Mother were fighting a lot, and she pulled a knife on him. It was all too much at the time, and it’s been explained to me that I’ve blocked a lot. I only know what Astrid has shared.” He tapped his beer can against mine and added, “She sure was fond of you.”
I learned something that evening: Dusk was a talker. He carried on about the therapist he’d met in prison. Most guys just blew off that kinda stuff, he said, but he’d listened and read. “Things she told me started to make sense of my life. She’s the one who got me in the 12-step program.”
I looked at the beer he was finishing. He didn’t miss much, because he added real quick-like, “Oh, I’m not an alcoholic. I’m in a group for people with crazy relatives. That’s not the official name, but that’s what it boils down to.”
He stared at me again, and this time I didn’t cringe. I looked him straight in the eye and saw something good. Kind even. I sighed, thinking how kindness might be the only thing keeping this mean old world from slipping off its axis.
I heard myself say, “I’ll help you move in.”






  
  Chapter 4

Abit


“Are you sure? That guestroom has brought you a world of misfortune.” 
Naturally I’d called Della as soon as Dusk headed off, and she never held back when it came to my well-being. Or sharing her opinion.
“Yeah, that was my first thought too. But after thinking it over, I could see the problems were mostly while Nigel lived there, and he couldn’t help that creepy Johnny Ray Meeks coming over and scaring my boy.” 
“Ha!” Della barked. “Nigel certainly could have helped it. There was no good reason to bring that scoundrel into your lives.”
“Della, I hear you. But that’s old news. I think Dusk needs a break. The good kind.” We both kinda chuckled, recalling the time I’d yelled to the heavens, “I need a break!” and that evening my TV broke. I’d since learned to pick my words more careful-like.
“Okay, I get it,” Della said. “And I’ve never forgotten how much I enjoyed taking care of Dusk and Astrid while Enoch sorted things out. But that was a long time ago. Be careful, Honey. I don’t have a good feeling about all of this.”
When we hung up, her parting comment stayed with me. Della was usually right about things. Like deeding Coburn’s to me before she and her husband, Alex, moved back to D.C. I thought it was one of the worst ideas I’d ever heard. All those awful memories of living next door and Daddy making a mess of that business. But Della knew what she was doing, training Annie to run the place for me and turning bad times into something good. 
I’d left Annie in charge and lent an ear only when she had concerns or ideas she wanted my opinion on. She’d already made a better business of it, what with her farmers markets every week and lately the different food trucks that parked out front. The Mexican one seemed to be the most popular, but the barbecue truck came in a close second. I usually timed my trips to town so I could pick up a plate of the best ribs I’d ever eaten. She’d also found a corner of the store that wasn’t earning its keep—twenty kinds of pasta that we’d tried to tell Della would never sell round here. (Della had ignored us, likely ordering them for her and Alex.) Anyways, that section now featured local handmade quilts and wood carvings and such, which brought in more people. Some tourists even.
It felt odd owning Coburn’s, but I’d enjoyed working with Annie. She was smart as a whip and knew just what to order. My monthly take-home had grown to the point I didn’t have to work so hard in my woodshop. Especially now with the boys off on their own. Shiloh still helped out with furniture orders three days a week, but I let him use the woodshop the rest of the time for his own projects. He was a true artist, and I was proud to see his work in my shop, even if not from my own hand.
Funny thing about me and Annie. After Della moved, we reckoned it was our time to get together. We’d been friends since I was five year old, and I’d carried a flame for her on and off. It seemed obvious to others too—they kept dropping hints that we should get married. Even my ornery friend Wallis Harding thought we’d make the perfect couple.
Only we didn’t. We tried, but I reckoned it was like the dog catching the car, not knowing what to do with it. We both came to see we were good friends but nothing more. We were into Coburn’s together, and I was glad that kept us close. 
Of course that left me with a good bit of time on my hands. No girlfriend, no wife, no young’uns to care for every day. That plus doing less woodworking, well, I’d heard all my life that idle hands were the Devil’s workshop. That sure bore out that summer.
I did have more time for music, playing mostly on my own. Ever since Conor started traveling with the Balsam Mountain Boys, our band—the Rollin’ Ramblers—had taken time off from performing. Conor had left a big hole in our spirit as much as our music. I sighed as memories came flooding back of our family when it was whole: me on mandolin; the boys' mother, Fiona, and Conor on fiddle; and Vern keeping time best he could. Those sorrows fed right into the melodies and lyrics I was writing, just like the greats did. 
So much had come into my life, then turned round and left. Fiona had gone for good. Della and the boys had left too, though I held them close, deep inside. But deep inside didn’t keep you company come nightfall. 






  
  Chapter 5

Dusk


Silence is a mercy. Days on end with prison doors clanging, grown men crying, and guards yelling around the clock wear you down. The hostel hadn’t been much better, though at least the noise wasn’t menacing. Here on the farm, birdsong was about all I heard. Even that dog of Abit’s didn’t bark.  
It was nothing short of a miracle to take my meals in front of a window with flowers growing in a box on the sill. Someone had made nice curtains for the window, but I kept them wide open so I could take in the mountain view. Come nighttime, I’d lie in bed and watch the moon slip across the dark sky, eventually making way for pink and gold streaks at sunrise, when the fog didn’t hide them. 
Abit had stocked the room with biscuits and jam, coffee and butter. An electric kettle opened up all kinds of possibilities. And a handmade quilt on the bed, not a scratchy government-issue blanket. Abit even let me shower in his house. I coulda lazed about for days, but I was serious about getting my future going.
I needed to buy a truck to get around, but I didn’t even have a driver’s license yet. I did get my glasses, which I needed for my driver’s test—and to make sure I could see what I was doing on the job. It wouldn’t be real smart to do what I had in mind and grab the wrong guy.
The other night, when we’d agreed on the guestroom, Abit offered to drive me to the hostel to get my stuff. I told him I needed a couple of days to get everything ready, though that was just so I didn’t look so desperate. He said that was fine. Apparently his assistant in the woodshop, some guy named Shiloh, of all things, had just moved out, and Abit hadn’t even looked inside the room since. I hoped Shiloh hadn’t trashed the place or robbed him blind. 
The first night after I’d moved in, Abit asked me to join him for dinner with his neighbor, Matthew. Man, that guy could cook. I mean, Abit was good, but Matthew killed it. A buddy of his had given him some fresh catfish, and he made all the fixings—hush puppies, coleslaw, and rhubarb pie. I felt a million miles away from Cold as Hell. 
Over the next few days, Abit brought leftovers a time or two. That plus things I grabbed from the jot-em-down store within walking distance made me feel like I was living at the Ritz. I just hoped I wouldn’t screw it up. I had a knack for that.
Early on I’d told Abit I wanted to really help people, but back then it was too soon to explain exactly what I’d meant. I first came across the idea, where else, in prison. It’s weird the kinds of things you can get your hands on inside. I was in line for breakfast one morning when this big guy I’d finally made peace with, as much as that was possible at Cold as Hell, handed me something printed on a couple of sheets of paper. He mumbled something about  this being right up my alley. I stuffed it in the waistband of my pants so I could read it later. 
Back in my cell, I started studying the information he’d sneaked to me. It was about something called benevolent vigilantism, and he was right. It did suit me. I figured it was kind of risky, but for what I had in mind, not illegal. Like scaring the crap outta someone so he wouldn’t keep doing bad things. Not all that different from a prison experience, just that it’s done before anyone gets arrested. If you looked at it that way, benevolent vigilantism actually kept people out of prison. If they listened. 
My business plan was a one-shot deal: in and out, threaten and leave. If my gentle pressure didn’t work, well, my clients would have to take other steps, like hiring some heavies or calling the cops. And I wasn’t worried about my marks squealing on me because one, I’d try to scare them in a way they couldn’t see my face, and two, if they were harming someone, they weren’t likely to go running to the law about anything I did to them. 
I’d already worked on my business plan while I was at Cold as Hell, so as soon as I was released, I put the word out with a few ex-cons I knew who were trying to do right. We were well versed on the penal system and how long it took for justice to happen. Too dang long. Seriously, if you knew the number of people committing crimes they were never held accountable for, your heart would break. For the victims.
Turned out there was plenty of business scaring bullies and crooks into treating people right. That first caper I lined up after I’d moved to Abit’s made my heart pound so hard, I got a little worried, especially since I hadn’t even left his guestroom yet. I was that excited about helping others. But truth be known, I felt something else stir inside of me. Something dark, like maybe I was enjoying it too much.
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