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Summer
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Singing along with Dolly Parton about her coat of many colors, Abigail Freeman turned her old truck onto the road that would bring her home. On the bench seat beside her sat Humphrey Bogart and Robert Mitchum, her collie-mix mutts, who were excellent herders and very good boys. They started fidgeting on the seat as she made the turn; they were just as glad to be home as she was.

They’d been away near a week, she and the dogs and the goats, and she always fretted about the chickens she left behind. She didn’t let them run loose when she wasn’t home, they stayed buttoned-up safely in the predator-proof yard attached to the coop, and they had food and water in big automatic feeders, so she didn’t worry about their safety. But they preferred to have run of the big yard during the day, and they got kitchen scraps when she was home. She worried they were lonely. 

Her goats were her main income, and they had a varied portfolio. She made soaps and lotions from their milk, she sold or bartered with about half the kids each breeding season, and she hired them out as a brush herd. Brushers were natural lawnmowers hired by communities, businesses, and, sometimes, individuals with too much property to maintain on their own. The goats came in and spent their days eating up the overgrowth in vacant lots, side yards, and other places ‘weeds’ grew lush.

A weed was nothing more than a plant growing where it was supposed to grow; so far as Abigail was concerned, a weed wasn’t a thing at all. But most people thought the plants that were supposed to grow were whatever they wanted to grow, with no care about what the land wanted, so she hired out her goats to eat themselves happy for cash.

Cleaning out other people’s brush was the thing best keeping the lights on, so she needed to get the goats out where they made their best money. But she hated to be away from home. Not just for the chickens’ sake but for her own. 

Abigail was a solitary soul. She enjoyed people, she thought humanity was fairly miraculous in all its variety and complexity, but she liked her own company best. 

She’d known from an early age that she wasn’t like most people; Granny Kate always said Freeman women were witchy women. Abigail had never known another Freeman woman, so she couldn’t corroborate, but she’d learned everything Granny had cared to teach her. She supposed if Granny had been witchy, she was as well. 

She preferred to think of it as traditional, however—she had an affinity for traditional ways of being and doing, a deep-seated awe for the natural world, and not much patience for all the complicated technological frippery of modern times. If knowing which herbs would help a cough just as well as, if not wholly better than, some fake-cherry slop from the pharmacy made her ‘witchy,’ so be it.

Just before she reached her gate, Bogie, the older and wiser of her boys, stopped his ‘Yay we’re home’ dance and went on alert, his ears high and his nose quivering. Picking up Boge’s cue, Mitch went still as well, and added a low rumble, like a whispered growl.

Abigail hit the brakes and slowed gently to a stop on the road a little ways back from her gate. Her boys were good protectors; they clearly sensed trouble, and she didn’t presume to have better senses for trouble than guardian dogs.

“What’s wrong, boys?” she asked, peering through the windshield and side window, trying to see anything out of sorts. But this was hill country, and her house was behind the knoll that made up her front yard. All she could see was her roof and chimney, and the big copper weather vane of the old lady’s shoe, from the nursery rhyme, that she’d made some twenty years earlier. The copper had aged into a beautiful patina.

“Bogie?” she said, and the dog swung his head quickly to her, huffed softly, and returned his attention to the gate, which was open, as usual. Nobody dangerous or crooked bothered coming all the way up here, where there weren’t many people and none who had much worth stealing. 

There was Gary Prentiss, she supposed, a troubled and troublesome neighbor, but nobody much minded his transgressions overall. He was probably the poorest among the generally poor folk who lived on this lonely old road in the hills. Abigail, like most of the others up here, would have given him most of what he snuck in and stole, but Gary had a stubborn kind of pride about it. So they looked the other way except when he got too greedy and took enough to hurt.

It was possible he’d come up to her place, saw the trailer gone and knew she was away with the goats, and dug around for something he needed.

The dogs knew Gary and Leigh Prentiss, though. They wouldn’t alert like this if he were around.

“Okay, babies. Okay.” She reached behind her and grabbed the butt of the rifle she kept on a rack against the rear window. For a country person, she had an unusual distaste for firearms, but as a country person, she knew their value, and she knew how to use them. Granny had taught her that, too.

Bogie whined at the sight of the rifle in her hands, then returned to his duties as sentinel.

She checked the rack and laid the rifle across her lap, then eased her truck into as slow and quiet a roll as she could manage in a seventy-five-year-old manual transmission Ford pickup pulling a sixteen-foot livestock trailer. “Let’s see what we see.”
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Abigail stood in her back yard. She could do nothing but stand there with her hands over her mouth, and she had no idea how long she’d been doing it. The rifle lay atop the picnic table; any need for it had lapsed well before she’d reached her gate.

In every direction she looked, she found destruction. Most of her chickens were dead, their bodies crushed into the earth by the tires of at least two vehicles. Feathers lay everywhere; each breeze cast them about like bloodied confetti. Buster, her young cockerel, just coming into his manhood, lay dead beside the strawberry tower, his head cruelly twisted.

Her babies had been safe in their coop, specially designed to keep them comfortable and secure while she was away. But whoever had done all this had torn a wall of the coop straight off, apparently by driving through a corner of the coop yard. Then they’d chased down her babies. Her mind kept trying to play the scene through, the chickens scurrying in confusion and terror, the metal monsters roaring after and over them.

Tire tracks made looping trails everywhere. Trucks had driven over her chickens, through her gardens, and mowed down dozens of her gizmos and gewgaws, her whirligigs and windchimes. Some of those had been made by ancestors long dead before she’d ever existed.

And the goat barn? A truck-size hole front and back; somebody had driven right through, and now each breeze made what was left of that building rattle dangerously.

As a finishing touch: scrawled across the side of her house, in which she’d been raised, in which Granny Kate had been born, raised, and died, in bright orange spray paint, the words FAT FREAK. Dried rivulets streaked down from the angry letters like tangerine tears.

That paint seemed to be the only attack on the house. The three exterior doors were secure, all the windows intact. Her plants on the porch looked fine, and she could see her houseplants hanging and resting just where they should be in the kitchen windows. Her cats, Ariadne and Lilith, perched prettily among them, surveying the scene with regal curiosity. Nobody had broken in and ransacked the house, apparently.

And nothing seemed to be missing out here. Destroyed, yes. Murdered, yes. But not stolen.

This had been done for no other reason than to hurt her.

Who would do such a terrible thing? Who would kill harmless, helpless animals for nothing more than malicious sport? She knew people found her strange, but was she hated? What had she done to anyone to make them hate her like this?

Still in the trailer, the goats bleated their irritation at being closed up. Bogie and Mitch trotted around the yard, their ears high and their noses down, their hackles raised, seeking the culprits, tracking down any further hint of danger. All Abigail could do was stand in the midst of it all and gape behind her hands.

Why? Why?

For no other reason than to hurt her.

Her eyes fell again on Buster’s poor body. Her little buddy. She’d hand-raised him when Sonny, her previous rooster, had decided that the flock wasn’t big enough for another male, not even a baby, and begun to attack both Buster and Ethel, his mother. Usually she bartered her cockerel hatchlings with neighbors for other things she needed, but she’d kept Buster because Sonny had been fourteen years old, which was basically a centenarian for chickens. But he’d still been ornery enough to want to kill his replacement. So Abigail had scooped up the cockerel and left Ethel his five sisters.

Sonny had died of old age and orneriness while Buster was still hopping around inside the house like a feathery, two-footed puppy. And Abigail had never loved a chicken the way she loved her Buster.

She staggered to his poor broken body and dropped to the ground to scoop him into her arms. As his neck drooped dully over her wrist, the horror fully hit her. She buried her face in his feathers and sobbed.
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The goats wouldn’t let her wallow more than a few minutes, but by the time their bleating grew insistent and Abigail finally lay Buster back on the grass, Bogie and Mitch had completed their inspection of the property and taken up their role as family. They lay each on a side of her, their heads in her lap. When she stood, so did they.

The goat barn was destroyed, and the fence of the attached yard as well. She’d have to put the goats in the day pasture. That meant a long night for the dogs, and for herself; the woods held foxes, coyotes, feral hogs, even the occasional black bear. Animals weren’t safe at night in an open pasture, especially not youngsters.

She stared at the horizon, where the sun had begun to droop toward dusk. The sky was clear, nearly cloudless. Closing her eyes, she took a long, deep inhale through her nose, absorbing all the scents of the afternoon. No hint of rain, at least. But blood and torn earth and fear. So much fear in the air.

There was no way she could put all this to rights alone. But who could she ask for help? Without knowing who’d done this or why, was there anyone she could trust? The notion of unknowingly asking for help from those who’d caused this harm made a clump of hot coals ignite in her belly.

One of the goats kicked the side of the trailer. That would be Satyr, twenty-three years old and king of the herd.

Well. There was nothing to it but to do it. Was she going to stand here like a garden gnome for the rest of her life? Of course not.

Dark would fall soon. There wasn’t much more she could do tonight except get the goats offloaded and prepare for a long vigil. She’d have plenty of time to figure out who she could trust and what help she needed.

Wiping the last of her tears away, she bent to collect Buster’s body, but paused before she got her hands down. No. She didn’t know who might help her, but she wanted it known, what had been done here. Buster was no longer on this plane, nor were the girls they’d killed. She could leave their physical remains where they were without further harm.

She stood tall again. “Okay, boys. Let’s get the goats. We got a long night ahead of us.”

Walking to the trailer, she saw the insult scrawled like graffiti on the side of her family home, on the violet paint she’d so happily chosen a few years back. FAT FREAK.

Well, yes. Her shape had always been round and soft, certainly not like a model or starlet. She’d been called fat often enough in her life not to be surprised that many considered her so. And yes, she’d been called ‘freak,’ too, often enough. It was the word closest to hand for most, to describe how they felt when they saw someone who didn’t live the way they thought people ought. Abigail thought people ought live the way they wanted, so long as they didn’t smear their wants all over other people’s needs.

So yes. She supposed she was a fat freak. And that made those ugly orange letters not an insult at all. Just an observation. The most offensive thing about that scrawl was its ugliness—on her wall and in their hearts.

Ugliness, she could do something about. 
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The night was long but uneventful. By sunrise Abigail was weary, but she’d thought things through. Terrible as it all was, none of the property damage meant all that much. She could replant her gardens. She could repair or remake her generations-deep collection of yard decorations. The chickens were the truly heartbreaking part of it. Everything else was just stuff.

Well, not all of it was just stuff. She had to get the coop repaired and the goat barn rebuilt, and those tasks were far beyond her capacity to handle alone. And not much within her ability to pay for the work to be done. She was going to need some neighborly help—as long as neighbors hadn’t done this in the first place.

She knew where to go for help: the Night Horde MC. It shouldn’t have taken her so long to figure that out, but she’d never had to ask for such help before. The Horde had not been much a part of her life. Though she considered herself, and was considered to be, a Signal Bend resident, she lived well outside the town limits, and she didn’t go into town with much regularity. 

Most things she needed she either grew or made herself, or she bartered with neighbors. The rare times she had need to go into a city, she might stop by a thrift shop or two. Once a month she made a big run for staples and other things she either couldn’t make herself or didn’t have time for and to deliver jams and pies, or soaps, cremes, and lotions, to various individuals and to shops where she sold on consignment. Otherwise, she went down when there was a seasonal festival, where she ran a booth and sold her wares direct. 

There wasn’t too much about Signal Bend in her daily life, so it took her a while to imagine asking the Horde for help. But she knew she could have full faith that they’d been no part of this mess. Even if they’d had some kind of quarrel with her, this was not their style at all.

So she’d call the Horde and ask for help.
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Fall
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Mel Lind finished splicing the last wire. He sealed the splice, double-checked each connection, and stepped back. “CLEAR FOR POWER!” he yelled, though it was the end of the day and he was probably the only one still working. 

He always called out a warning—sometimes he even did it when he was home alone, working on his own house. He was glad the habit was so ingrained; he’d learned the hard way that safe was better than sorry. When he was a young apprentice electrician, on the very first job he’d been point on, he’d brought the breaker board online without any kind of heads-up. He’d thought he was the last one still working. The power had flared on for a nanosecond, then a loud bang and a shout from the second floor of the subdivision house they’d been building. 

Mel had crossed a wire. It was neither the first nor the last time; mistakes happened, and no amount of experience or expertise could make a human perfect. On that day, unfortunately, one of the guys had still been packing up his gear upstairs. He’d noticed a loose screw in an outlet box and taken it upon himself to tighten it at exactly the wrong time—and he’d used his ‘lucky’ old screwdriver with a metal band around the wooden handle. Just enough metal-to-skin contact for trouble. A whole house of power went through his hand. He’d lost the hand, spent three months in the hospital recovering from the internal damage, and had been on permanent disability for the rest of his life.

Mel always called out a warning. He learned his lessons the first time.

He gave it a couple beats to be sure, then flipped the master switch. The tenant of this particular commercial space, which would soon be a pen and watch shop, had chosen high-end pendant lights with brushed nickel housings and LED elements that emitted a soft golden light like old-fashioned incandescent bulbs.

“Looks good,” Nolan said, surveying the room.

Mel looked around, too. The lights were perfect, of course, he was great at his work, but otherwise, they still had a ways to go before anything here really looked good. Signal Bend Construction was just beginning the second phase of the Signal Bend Pavilion project. Phase One: basic exterior construction—the actual building. Phase Two: basic interior construction—electrical, plumbing, HVAC, anything else that went inside the walls, then the walls themselves. Phase Three: exterior and interior finishes. Phase Four: cleanup. At Phase Two, it took a lot of imagination to think anything looked good yet. But the electrical was great. Obviously.

“Of course it looks good,” Mel said, turning to grin at Nolan. “Everything I do is beautiful.”

Nolan smirked back. “Your self-confidence itself is a thing of beauty, my brother.”

Mel laughed and slapped the kid’s back.

Was it confidence? He supposed so, but he didn’t think he was anything special. Certainly nothing he’d ever done, nor any ambition he had for the future, would change the world or even get it to look up and take notice. But he was hardwired to see the value in the mundane as well as the great. The great stuff got all the attention, but the mundane kept the world rolling. And even the most basic person was important to somebody.

Too many people were too damn snarled in worry about what other people thought, let other people determine their own value. Always seeing the world through somebody else’s goggles was no way to live. 

Mel loved being alive. Sometimes the world was pretty shit, but there were always folks around trying to make it better. He figured as long as you were trying to be a decent person, trying to help and not hurt, trying to make up for the hurt you do, and looking for the good and the beautiful, then you were just as important and special as anybody else. And a damn sight better than the billionaires and politicians who were embedded so deep in their own asses they’d forgotten that wealth and power might be assets, but they damn sure weren’t virtues.

While Mel crouched to put his tools away, Nolan collected his personal shit, his lunch box and whatnot, from the corner. He and Zaxx had finished off their workday prepping for drywall installation in the morning, now that the electrical and other systems were rigged in the framework.

“You headin’ over to the clubhouse?” Nolan asked as he headed over to the open rear door.

The Night Horde MC comprised most of the staff of Signal Bend Construction, and most of those who didn’t wear the Flaming Mane wanted to. Thus it was typical for everybody to head over to the Horde compound after work, especially on a Friday. Mel had long embraced that tradition; he enjoyed little else as much as he enjoyed hanging with his brothers: good company, good booze, good food, good pussy. 

Lately, though, sometimes he had a thing he’d rather do. Tonight was one of those sometimes.

“Yeah, later. Got something to take care of first.”

Nolan didn’t answer for a beat, and as Mel stood up, he glanced over at him. Nolan was at the door, grinning like he knew a secret. Before Mel could ask what that was about, the kid nodded once and went on out the door and about his business.

Adding that little moment to his collection of life’s lesser mysteries, Mel grabbed his gear and headed out and about his own business. 

––––––––
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After a full shift on a warm day he smelled like sunbaked roadkill, so first Mel went home.

Home was a small log cabin he’d built himself on his grandparents’ property, not far off from a pretty little pond. Peaked roof, nice porch, plenty of room to meet his needs, and a spectacular view. The scene made a nice postcard of a country life.

Mel wasn’t a county guy, not originally. He’d been born and raised in the suburbs of Kansas City, and for the first part of his life, almost half of it, ‘country’ had been a destination—a place for recreation and vacation, somewhere to camp, or fish, or hunt. When he was fresh out of high school and arguing with his folks about going to college (they wanted it, he didn’t), his grandfather, in his late sixties at the time, retired from his job with the post office, and his grandparents suddenly announced their decision to sell their suburban rancher and move out to the country. After a lifetime of working and being in the world, Grampa was ready to escape. They bought twenty acres of rough woodland about eight miles outside Signal Bend and dropped a shiny new double-wide on it. Then they set about building their version of a quiet country life.

A few years later, as Mel was finishing his electrician apprenticeship (he’d won the college fight), his father, an insurance executive, had been transferred to Florida, and poof! there went his parents. Nobody had died, yet it still felt like, all at once, Mel and his younger sister, Tara, had been abandoned by all the people who’d taken care of them. They were on their own—barely grown, still mostly clueless, Mel looking to get his career started in earnest and Tara trying to get through college.

At first, they’d lived together in a two-bedroom apartment with walls like cardboard and an ant problem. Mel had supported them while Tara focused on her studies—and it had worked really well. For each other, they’d filled in most of the gaps their elders had left.

A week before Tara’s college graduation, when she was twenty-two and Mel twenty-five, their grandparents had an accident on their way into town. Grampa had gone around a blind turn and swung over the double yellow line. 

That shit happened to every country driver everywhere, just about daily, with no damage to anyone. Unless another car happened to be coming the opposite way on that turn at the exact wrong time. Even then, country drivers were usually able to correct; you know a road you travel on routinely, you’re ready for what it gives you.

But not that day. That day, Grampa hit the oncoming driver nearly head on.

The other driver’s old Suburban took significant front-end damage, but she’d walked away with a few cuts and bruises. Grampa’s Buick was totaled, and neither he nor Gramma walked away. Gramma died before an emergency crew could get there. Grampa’s legs, pelvis, hips, and lower spine were crushed. But he’d survived.

Mom and Dad were in Florida, with new jobs, a new mortgage, a new life, and a complicated relationship with Dad’s parents. Tara was just receiving her degree and about to start a fancy new job as a microbiologist at a research lab in the city. Mel, on the other hand, had been trying and not yet succeeding at getting his own business up and running. Of everyone in the family, his life had been the most elastic. 

So he’d packed up that stretchy life and moved in to take care of his grandfather. As a caretaker for a seriously physically disabled person, he’d done things he’d never imagined he’d have to do for anyone.

When Mel was a kid, that old man had been Santa, Gandalf, and Captain America all squeezed into the body of an introvert mailman who loved model trains. While he’d been a difficult father—and Mel had seen some of that—he’d been endlessly patient with his grandkids’ antics and always enthusiastic about their activities and accomplishments, no matter how small or mundane.

Mel had adored and revered that man. But after the accident, Grampa had sat in his wheelchair and stewed in a hot sludge of guilt, grief, and bitterness. The wonderful grandfather steadily diminished inside the self-flagellating old man who believed he’d killed his wife.

When he died a few years later, Mel had felt no small measure of relief. And that had broken his heart.

With the exception of a cash bequest for Tara, Grampa had left everything to Mel. He could have sold up and returned to the city, back to his home, back to his plans. But his plans had stumbled in the city, and Tara’s plans had taken flight. Moreover, living together had put real strain on their relationship. Though they hadn’t bickered much as kids, in the days of sharing an apartment, they’d been on each other’s necks on the daily. The substantial imbalance in their inheritance from Grampa made that worse.

They were sick of each other. Besides, Tara didn’t need him anymore; she was on the launchpad to a pretty great life. And Mel had grown fond of the slow, quiet country life. He loved the property, he enjoyed Signal Bend, and he’d made a few friends in town, particularly among the members of the Night Horde MC. He’d had handholds here that he no longer had in KC. So he’d stayed.

And finally built himself a pretty decent life.

All that had happened two decades earlier. Now Mom and Dad were buried, too, in Orlando. Tara, still in the KC suburbs, was head of her department, married, and had three kids. And Mel was a member of the Night Horde MC, lead electrician at SBC, and a true-blue Signal Bend local.

The marriage and kids thing was not on his to-do list. With the age of fifty looming a couple years ahead, he could safely say it never would be. He loved kids, but he’d never felt a need for one of his own. Being the fun uncle scratched whatever itch he had in that regard. And he’d never seen a reason for marriage without the offspring part.

So his life was just the way he wanted it.

––––––––
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After a beer and a handful of pretzels, a shower and a change of clothes, and a quick preen before his bedroom mirror, Mel was ready to go. First, though, he went out back and checked supplies.

He didn’t have any pets, per se; he spent a lot of time away from home and would feel guilty leaving an animal cooped up alone in the house. But he loved all animals, from praying mantises to polar bears and everything in between, and there was a feral cat community somewhere around—in the woods, probably. About five years ago, he’d started seeing a huge old orange tom lurking around the trees and tall grasses, or sometimes drinking at the pond, or stalking fieldmice. Tom was far too feral to get close enough to touch, but eventually he’d seemed to decide Mel was an okay human. Shortly after that, a small grey cat with orange and white splotches came around with Tom. And so on, until now there were seventeen cats in a true colony, living their best lives out here in his woods.

Clearly they had their lives figured out and needed little from him, but one bitterly cold winter he’d built some of those feral-cat houses he’d seen online, big plastic tubs filled with insulation and padding, so ferals could get out of the bad weather. Those had been a huge hit with his feline neighbors, and over time thereafter, Mel had, without ever precisely planning to, created a Kittyland under his back deck—the insulated houses, enrichment installations, and kibble, too, for those days when the fieldmice, sparrows, and lizards were just too quick.

After withstanding a lecture from Lexi Elstad, at the most recent Christmas party, about how important it was to ‘control the feral cat population,’ and all the little kittens who were killed in shelters every year for lack of space, and this thing called ‘TNR,’ Mel was trying to capture his neighbor cats and take them in to get fixed. After, what, nine months of trying, only four had the tell-tale ear dock so far—mainly because he felt like such a ripe shit when the trap thingy he’d found online snapped shut. The cats who got trapped yowled like they were being dismembered in there. He didn’t put it out as often as he probably should.

Tom was not among the cats he’d managed to TNR. Though that big old bastard was around just about every day, he considered Mel a servant, not a friend. Friendliness was therefore beneath him. He took one look at that trap when it was out and leveled a gaze at Mel so disdainful Mel practically blushed. Trapping that wily fucker would take more than a plate of shredded tuna or a hunk of cheese.

Considering the preponderance of orange in these cats—orange tabbies, orange tuxies, calicos and tortoiseshells made up a good two-thirds at least, and each new kitten season had at least a couple pumpkins in the crop—Tom had been deploying his nut juice liberally. Mel was going to need to sack up himself and figure out a way to catch him, no matter how guilty he felt about it, or how long Tom held a grudge once it happened.

That was not a problem for this moment, however. Tonight, before Mel headed back out, he checked to make sure everything was intact and where it belonged. In the warm seasons, when there was plenty for them to eat out in the woods, he didn’t leave the feeders full around the clock, but he untangled a few ropes they’d flung about, he made sure all the resting platforms and cubbies had their padding (he thought of this as ‘turning down their beds’), and he refreshed the water trough. They could and did drink from the pond at the bottom of the hill there, but he saw no reason they had to make that long walk in the middle of the night, when they stayed over at Hotel Lind.

Half a dozen cats were close enough to trot over and mewl at him while he worked, and each who wanted one got a chin scratch or head pat. He’d learned that ‘feral’ doesn’t necessarily mean ‘hostile’; a good half the colony loved belly rubs and scritches, and when he sat out by his fire pit on a pleasant evening, he’d invariably end up with a few cats draped over him.

Tom, on the other hand, had never yet been close enough to touch. Tonight, he perched primly atop the brick ring around the firepit, his head high, his posture still, his golden eyes regally observing his subjects, the roster of which included Mel himself.

“Hey, buddy,” Mel called. At the sound of his voice, Tom tensed, his haunches coming slightly off the bricks, ready to bolt if Mel took a step in his direction. “I’m not gonna bug ya, don’t sweat it.” As if he understood, Tom sat down again and continued his surveillance.

Mel got a kick out of that kitty cat treating him like his servant, and the cabin and the woods themselves like his own personal kingdom. Chuckling to himself, he headed to his old Wide Glide, parked in front of his garage, on the dirt lane he called a driveway.

With his helmet in his hands, he paused. A new idea had tweaked his thinker.

A few years back, he’d gotten a few free packs of wildflower seeds in the mail—some kind of junk-mail promotion from a seed company. Mel was no gardener. He’d almost tossed them in the trash, but then he’d thought twice. He’d put in a new pre-fab garage a few weeks before, and the ground around its foundation was still tilled up and ratty looking. He’d been meaning to put shrubs in, or maybe just a ring of gravel or something, but there he stood with six packs of wildflower seeds. He dumped the packs, soaked the ground, and waited to see what might happen.

What happened: his garage was ringed with a riot of color from mid-spring straight to the first hard frost. Mel wasn’t a flowery sort, and he had no clue what most of the flowers were, but the fuckers were damn pretty. And they seemed to self-fertilize, or whatever that was called. Every year there were more.

Shit like that was why he loved life, the world, all of it. For every shitty thing a person did, another person was doing something wonderful. For every storm, there was a rainbow, or at least that awesome smell after. For every mound of bare earth, there were flowers. Even the worst day had a sunset. And a whole new day after.

He considered those vibrant flowers and knocked the idea around in his head for a minute. Would it be dumb to do it?

How could it possibly be dumb? 
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Chapter Two
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Satyr paused, turned, and took a long, leisurely look across his domain. Mitch barked softly, barely more than a sharp breath. He knew what the old goat was doing, he did it every night, but Mitch had his own job to do and didn’t like any goats, not even Satyr, thinking they could get away with anything.

Satyr ignored the younger pup. Then Bogie, nowhere near as old as Satyr but with considerably more seniority than Mitch, went over to Satyr, and they shared an interspecies sniff. With that, Satyr turned and completed his evening journey into the goat barn. 

He preferred to be asked, not ordered.

With all the goats in her new (and improved) goat barn and everything set up for the night inside, Abigail whistled the dogs out and closed up the pasture doors. Then she turned and took her own leisurely look across her domain.

Golden hour was nearly over, and the last fingers of aging sunlight spread across the grass, trying to keep hold of the day. Sungold limned the western sides of the buildings, and all the western windows glowed. Ariadne, one of her pure white cats, sat on the porch railing, lifting her face for the last sun-kisses of the day.

There was just enough breeze on this sultry, serene evening to make the leaves whisper over Abigail’s head and keep the smaller of her whirligigs spinning gently, and the windchimes tinkling.

Every now and then, the thin bleat of a kid sounded from the barn, the sound of a child complaining about bedtime. In the coop, her renewed flock of chickens clucked softly as they settled into their roosts for the night. 

These were among Abigail’s favorite sounds—her world easing into its rest.

Her gardens were freshly watered, and the day’s yield of fruits and vegetables now sat in two large baskets on the picnic table. Most of that natural deliciousness would be in the dinner she was about to prepare. It was getting late in the season; soon enough it would be nothing but pumpkins and apples and the occasional hardy carrot. But as always, she’d done plenty of canning. Her gardens fed her—and others—all year round.

Bogie and Mitch now sat at heel, on either side of her, waiting. Setting her hands on their heads, she smiled at her boys and said, “Okay, that’s the day.”

––––––––
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Once inside, the dogs took turns at the water bowl, slurping noisily and making their usual mess. They had fresh water all day outside, but they never failed to flood her kitchen when they came inside.

Ariadne strutted regally out of the kitchen, giving the dogs the usual wide berth. They all got along fine, but Ariadne and her sister, Lilith, thought the boys gauche. They preferred to find a high place and stare down at them with benign distaste.

Abigail slipped an apron on over her dress. Checking the bread dough and deciding it was ready, she put the pan in the oven and set the timer.

Since Granny Kate had left this mortal plane, Abigail lived alone—and out here, living alone was really alone. She took virtually all her meals with no company but her animals, but that had never stopped her from making a good meal. Alone was not a disease or defect. It was not a tragedy. It did not have to be loneliness. But it could become any or all of those things if one allowed aloneness to mean that something was missing.

Abigail made sure nothing was missing from her life, so she didn’t succumb to the siren song of ‘convenience.’ There were no frozen dinners in her freezer, no pre-packaged cold cuts, no ‘processed cheese food product.’ Her only canned goods were those she’d canned herself and now filled scores of Mason jars in her root cellar.

Her breakfasts and lunches tended to be light—some fruit or a salad, with a slice of bread or a biscuit. For suppers, she spent Sundays preparing a base dish she could portion out over the rest of the week and fix up a little bit differently each time. Depending on the time of year, it might be a brisket, a roast chicken, a lasagna, maybe enchiladas. She always set her table, with linens and a candle. She poured herself a glass of tea, and she put on music she enjoyed. 

There was a television in her front room—a fairly new one, in fact, purchased secondhand after there were finally no channels broadcasting in a way her old tube TV could pick anything up—but she rarely watched it. Television seemed the entertainment twin to the food named after it: TV dinners. Processed and bland. Too much like giving up and giving in.

Instead, after dinner on most evenings, Abigail read, or crafted, or—at some times of the year this was much more likely than anything else—she worked in the kitchen. 

Hiring the goats out six or so times a year earned Abigail the bulk of her income. Coming up a robust second was her fair booth sales: she was a regular at regional fairs throughout Missouri and into Kansas and Oklahoma. At most of those fairs she sold goat-milk soaps and lotions, fruit jams and preserves, fresh-baked tarts and pies, and candies, too, and she normally sold out her entire stock during those weekends.

All that work served two main purposes: it covered the costs of upkeep on her property and established a solid foundation for her life, and it got her out into the world a little. As much as she enjoyed her own company, Abigail was not shy, not a hermit. She enjoyed people and would become lonely if she never, ever saw anyone smile at her.

There was another dimension to her work, but she was as careful as she could be to keep it separate from the others: her witchy work. At Granny Kate’s side, she’d learned the traditional healing practices of her Ozark forebears. She knew what herbs and other natural ingredients soothed hurts and illnesses, which could be combined for poultices and medicines—and also which might calm someone anxious or help someone shore up their resolve, and other effects on the spirit. Abigail didn’t truck with the dark side of such work, but she’d seen what it could do. 

What she’d seen with her eyes and experienced in her own body had handily answered the question of belief for her, but she took no offense with those who didn’t believe in folk remedies of the body or the spirit. Belief was just that—simultaneously powerful and ephemeral, and deeply personal to each individual.

This evening, with the bread in the oven and a good start on a dinner that was a thing unto itself and not merely a new take on what she’d been eating all week, Abigail set two places at her dining room table. Mel Lind was sharing a meal with her tonight.

Until the day her homestead was attacked, she’d known Mel no better than anyone else in the Night Horde, and she’d known few in the Horde any better than anyone else in town. Some of their women, particularly Adrienne Ness, Candy Kohl, Lilli Lunden, and Shannon Ryan, she knew a little better, because those four were in charge of virtually every major event in town, and the seasonal festivals were the most important events of any year. Since she booked a booth slot in each one, she knew those women a little bit. And she liked them all—they were wildly different from each other, but each was strong and smart in her own way, and none wielded power like a personal entitlement.

Mel, though? She’d known him only well enough to connect face and name, until that day. When she’d decided she needed the Horde’s help and called their clubhouse, Mel had answered. 

She’d believed herself through the shock of it, but a burst of emotion had overtaken her while she’d described the attack. Mel had been patient and sweet with her while she pulled herself back together, and he’d promised the Horde would fix everything. Since then, he seemed to have taken up her cause as his own.

The damage had been repaired and the only remaining sign anything had ever been amiss was the newness of the replacements and repairs. But it remained a mystery who’d made the mess. 

Though they’d not learned who’d run roughshod over her home and animals, the question had quieted from an outraged roar to a puzzled whisper in the two months or so since that day. Abigail didn’t think the club was trying to find the culprits any longer, and she was, truly, fine with that. She had no need for revenge, and the damage had been repaired. She didn’t really need an answer for why anymore, either. Once she’d worked through the initial shock, she’d understood that there would never be a satisfactory answer for why. She’d done nothing to provoke it, she hadn’t deserved it, so no answer could fill the hole the question left.

Mel, however, remained focused on it, still determined to find what he called the ‘doers.’ He’d taken charge of the clean-up and repair work, and thereafter he’d stayed close, showing up a couple times a week to ‘check on things.’ 

He always asked if there was anything he could do for her, anything at all. Raised as a barterer, Abigail never deflected that question but instead answered it honestly. If there was help she needed, she said so, and then she worked out what she could trade in balance. Mel was a particular fan of her strawberry rhubarb ... everything, so at first she’d swapped several jars of jam and a packet of fresh buttermilk biscuits, or a whole pie, or a few pints of berries, for help on the property. She’d also invited him to share meals, when he was around at the right time. He seemed particularly enthusiastic about getting a home-cooked meal, and it was becoming a regular thing. 

Abigail enjoyed his company; Mel was a good soul, friendly, compassionate, and patient. He listened when she talked, and he made connections between their experiences so they braided into a shared story. He had a ready smile, and it was one of the most beautiful, welcoming, comforting smiles she’d ever seen. His aura was a lovely soft blue, so clear and strong it nearly sparkled. The aura of a truly decent, warm-hearted man.

She didn’t mind his company at all.

Earlier in the week, he’d changed the oil on her truck and rotated the tires on that and on her trailer. She’d given him a few loaves of fresh bread and some honey butter (made from the Morgans’ honey; she didn’t have a hive of her own—not yet, anyway), and he’d taken a raincheck on dinner.

He was due anytime now. Abigail set the table for two and went back to finish making dinner.
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Abigail knew Mel had arrived before he’d cleared the big turn and low rise of her driveway—the dogs both rose from their fluffy beds and strolled to the back door, ready to greet their guest. Bogie and Mitch were better than any alarm system she could buy because she could tell not only that someone had arrived but whether they were friend or stranger. When the boys recognized the vehicle, they strolled calmly to the back door, in no particular hurry, as they had now. When they didn’t recognize the vehicle, they went with purpose, first to the front windows and around to each window until they reached the door, then they stood there at full attention, ready to protect if needed.

She heard his step on her deck while she was bent over, checking the chicken. On the stovetop, she had potatoes boiling and gravy starting; on the ledge above the stove sat the loaf of rosemary bread, wrapped in a towel and snugged in a basket.

Three raps on her screen door. “Hey, pretty lady,” Mel said.

Still bent over at the stove, presenting her whole rear end to the back door, Abigail grinned. What a ridiculous compliment to make at this moment.

She closed the oven door and straightened as she turned. “Hi there, hon! C’mon in!”

He opened the screen door and stepped in—and immediately crouched to love on the dogs, whose own big butts swung back and forth with happiness. There was no better seal of approval than a dog’s love.

Abigail knew better than to get swoony over a man at this point in her life. Great glory, she’d be forty-three come Thanksgiving, and she hadn’t been anywhere near a man in a romantic way since her twenties. Also, while she was perfectly comfortable in her own skin, she was perfectly aware that she was not and never had been widely considered a great beauty. She’d been plump her whole life and had given up all that starve-yourself-skinny silliness not long after high school. It hadn’t been anything but stressful, anyway; her body resisted dieting like it was perpetually preparing for hibernation.

As her grandmother had always insisted, a body that didn’t lose weight on a diet was a body that was not meant to be skinny. When Abigail finally tossed out the fashion magazines and accepted—nay, welcomed—that truth, her whole mindset about herself and her life changed. A body was not a fashion choice. It should not go in and out of ‘style.’ A body was the soul’s house, meant to shelter and protect the person within it.

As Abigail’s actual house could attest, Freeman women were not minimalists. 

As soon as she was old enough to understand her own mind, she’d stopped bothering about what other people said she should be, or look, or do. Just as Granny Kate had always counseled her: be true to yourself, and the people who are drawn to you will be those who belong with you. Be false to yourself, and your friends will be false as well.

Abigail had never really had friends, and few beaus, but her life and heart were full even so. She was content, through lows as well as highs.

And yet. Lately there were some flutters in the deep parts of herself when Mel Lind was close, smiling at her like he was now.

And he was holding a big bunch of wildflowers in his hand.

“What’s that you got?” she asked, setting the potholders on the counter beside the range.

Mel—in his late forties, at least six feet tall, broad at the shoulders, and strong as a bear—glanced at the flowers he held and blushed like little boy caught doing something naughty.

“Uh ...” He held out the bunch. “Flowers.”

“Well, yes they are, and they’re lovely. They for me?”

“Yeah, yeah. I ...” While confusion danced across his brow, he watched Abigail take the flowers from him. “Sorry, they’re nothin’ special. Not from the florist or nothin’. I got these growing along my garage.”

“If you ask me, flowers picked from your own garden are a sight more special than anything you can buy in a shop. Thank you, Mel.”

She went to a shelf at the other side of her kitchen and pulled down a large Mason jar. As she filled it with water, Mel came over, ducking the cords of drying herbs she had strung across the room.
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