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			To The Grave


			In a town where everyone knows your history, some threats never truly disappear.


			When violence returns to a life he thought he had left behind, Jimmie is forced to make decisions that test the limits of loyalty, morality, and silence. Protection comes at a cost — and every choice ripples outward, touching family, memory, and identity.


			To the Grave is literary suspense — tense, intimate, and deeply human. This is not a story about justice served or villains defeated, but about what remains when fear has passed and guilt settles in.


			Dark, reflective, and emotionally grounded, this novel is for readers who want suspense with weight — stories that ask not what happened, but what it did to the people left behind.
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			Chapter 1  


			Present Day


			As the heat beat down on Aamon’s sun-bleached buzz cut, he paused to finish his can of beer, crushed it with his boot, and kicked it into the pile of empties on the ground beside the shed. He raised the shiny revolver in his stained, callused hands and pointed it at his target. 


			From the cans’ perspective, they saw a troubled, worn-down, hateful Aamon. From his perspective, Aamon was eliminating every bad experience from his life with each shot. One bullet for his old dog that got ran over, one for the time his elementary teacher held him back a grade, one for the cop who arrested him for fighting, and one for his mother dying early, which left him alone with his father dangerously young. With anger and revenge in his eyes, Aamon gripped the revolver with both hands. 


			Aamon was in his late thirties. His house had been in his family for generations, and there was no one else but him after they all passed away. His loyal-to-a-fault mother had Aamon young, and while pregnant with him, she married his abusive, addict father. Aamon never had a chance following his mother’s death, and there was nobody left in his life to look after him. He loved his mother and remembered her well. She was among the handful of people who cared for him and showed him love as a child. Not long after Aamon’s sixth birthday, he was all alone with a man who was only happy when the music was loud and the fridge was full. Otherwise, his father was bitter and cold. 


			The words “I love you” never crossed Aamon’s lips towards his crude father. As punishment once, after receiving a call from the school in grade one reporting that Aamon had lost his backpack and a new one would need to be purchased, his father left Aamon locked in their woodshed overnight. A flat-head screwdriver jammed the door shut and there were no windows to climb out, so a bed of dry sawdust had to do. Aamon’s father forgot that he had issued such a harsh sentence and proceeded to hibernate on the porch sofa. No matter how loud Aamon yelled, there was no waking his father. It suited the young Aamon just fine, as he felt safer locked up in the woodshed than in the house. 


			In the morning, he wasn’t sure what hurt worse: the cold, the savage insect attack while he slept, or his empty stomach. With no understanding of ventilation, Aamon thought that, with all the wood around, it would be a good idea to make a fire and warm up. His father woke in time to see smoke rising through the trees. He ran to the woodshed and young Aamon escaped with his life. 


			As consequence, his father made him chop and split wood all fall to refill the burnt shed for the winter. The school caught wind of Aamon’s hostile situation at home and, to protect him, that was the last time they ever contacted his father. 


			Aamon still had the same buzz cut he had when he was a little boy, and either Aamon cut it himself or had his degenerate friends, Chips and Cheese, do it for amusement. His grease-stained hands were hardened from doing odd jobs, but he earned most of his income by working underneath cars behind the house on his makeshift ramp. The grey and black tattoos he got in prison were scattered across his body, and he wore scars on his chin, nose, and neck from the fights that put him behind bars in the first place. His dark, icy eyes would erect the hair on your neck, and his teeth were black and sticky from chewing tobacco and smoking cigarettes. He hadn’t been to the dentist since he put his front teeth through his lip while riding his bicycle on his sixth birthday, just days before the death of his mother. He wore old, bacon-neck t-shirts, and his frayed denim jeans were faded from years in the sun. His dusty, black cowboy boots sported a layer of mud that was never washed off and never would be. 


			Aamon was all alone, mostly. He liked to slug alcohol, shoot guns, smoke, spit, and speed. There was a graveyard of old cars behind his property which he used for parts, and he drove whatever vehicle he could get moving that day. It wasn’t the car, but the way he operated it that let you know it was him behind the wheel. His favourite activity, besides driving recklessly, was snooping around and terrorizing the community. His list of bad habits knew no bounds, and he had neither conscience nor remorse.


			The last thought Aamon had before he took his shot was of his neighbour, Audrey. She was wearing an innocent, white sun dress with a lace hem at the bottom. She was walking along the dusty road with her young daughter, Rose, and they both happily pushed baby Ben in his new stroller equipped with a blue pop-out sun visor. With the warm, heavy steel in his hands, he pulled the shiny hammer back with his thumb, exhaled, and squeezed the trigger.


			***


			Bang. A heavy prison door slammed shut from inside a holding cell, a noise that woke Jimmie Hayes instantly while he dreamt of his troubled neighbour, Aamon. The dream left his back and chest soaked with sweat from the anger and rage that followed the name, Aamon. 


			Jimmie grew up a few towns over and first met Audrey in high school. For Jimmie it was love at first sight, and as it turned out, Audrey took a liking to him right away too. She was attracted to Jimmie’s mystique, his handsome looks, but most of all, it was the way he was nothing like Aamon. Other than Jimmie’s late parents, Audrey was the only other person to call him by his legal name, ‘James.’ 


			Jimmie was well-liked in town, mostly for being kind, helpful, crafty, and dependable. Although he would rarely hurt a fly, he despised Aamon, who had plagued Audrey throughout her entire life. 


			Jimmie wore a brown, wide-brimmed sun hat to cover his balding head, although he felt that the hat may be responsible for his hair loss. His thick beard would be trimmed on the first Saturday of each month when he took Ben for a haircut. A lifetime of manual labour on his family’s farm and years of carpentry and masonry work for the county made him strong, fit, and able. He never smoked around his kids, but the brownish-yellow stain on the hair above his upper lip reminded him that everyone is capable of bad habits. 


			Jimmie was sentenced to spend the rest of his days in the Federal Penitentiary without parole for the murder of Aamon Blair, a murder of vengeance, retribution, and retaliation for the passing of Jimmie’s wife, Audrey.


		




		

			Chapter 2 


			Early Years


			There were many ways for the thousand-person population to travel in and out of town for work or to shop, especially for those who didn’t live within walking distance. The town wasn’t large. In fact, if you blinked twice, you’d miss it. Its heart rested in the middle of endless roads, extending in all directions like a spider’s web. The people’s pride was rich, and their determination was even stronger. Community and generosity were important values for all, so things like fundraiser goals, whether it was for sports, music, the parish, or educational trips, were always met swiftly. 


			Audrey grew up the daughter of the admired Mr. and Mrs. Stroll, who were well-known in town and the surrounding area for their businesses and services, including Stroll Hardware, Stroll Laundromat and Dry Cleaning, and the bowling alley and arcade cleverly named “The Strolling Stones.” They also owned a Driving Range out behind the bowling alley, a place where Aamon, for a short time, was once employed. 


			Audrey and Aamon were the same age, and they even went to school together until he quit going a few years after his mother died. When Aamon was a child, he resented Audrey for having a loving family, especially a caring mother, and anything nice she had, he tried to take from her. Although Audrey never deserved the cruel treatment, Aamon always felt it unfair for someone like Audrey to live so comfortably while he was left to the wolves. 


			Considering Audrey’s family’s financial situation, she never had to work. Her parents didn’t want Audrey taking employment opportunities from others in need, so instead, she volunteered around town at the school, manor, hospital, church functions, and helped sell tickets when clubs were fundraising. Audrey served on the County Recreation Board and was a member of the Ladies’ Auxiliary. She was never lazy, and always tried to escape the reality that almost everything she got growing up came easily to her because of her parents and her last name. 


			She had a thin, strong build, and the muscles of her arms, which she often left uncovered, looked as if they were cut from stone. Her wavy, brown hair, usually tied up or under a baseball cap, could be recognized from a mile away. The cut of her jaw and her enticing smile were known to make a young man fall to his knees, and her blue almond-shaped eyes were like staring up at a bluebird sky or down into the oceans of Fiji. 


			Audrey was still in diapers when her sister passed away shortly after birth, making Audrey an only child. Thankfully, she didn’t remember anything about it. The event was so hard on the Stroll family that they never tried to have another child after that. 


			Her parents took Audrey everywhere, and she especially loved going to parties and events with her parents as it gave her an opportunity to be fancy, something she enjoyed until the end of her days. As a young girl, Audrey was also the acting mayor in town. Knowing who she was, everyone from guests to employees were always sure to greet her with kindness, grace, and respect.


			***


			“Good morning, Miss Audrey,” Nurse Gwen with the freshly-coloured hair said on her brisk morning walk to the hospital.


			“G’day, Nurse Gwennie,” Audrey softly said, followed by a gentle curtsy as she walked hand-in-hand with her mother.


			After speaking with the town’s favourite nurse, Audrey continued down the street with her mother. In the distance, she saw Sheriff Robert crouching outside the hardware store in his green baseball cap and aviator sunglasses.


			“Audrey, isn’t that a lovely summer dress,” he complimented the young celebrity.


			“Thank you, sir,” Audrey said with rosy cheeks.


			“What have you got planned today?” he asked. 


			“I’m going to help my mom at the manor, and then we’re going to the bowling alley arcade,” Audrey replied as she began bouncing with excitement.


			“Well,” said Sheriff Robert as he reached into his pocket, “here’s a crisp five-dollar bill for you to play some games on me.” Sheriff Robert never had to pay for coffee, so this small gesture was a way for him to clear his conscience, and his debt. 


			Sheriff Robert and his full salt-and-pepper moustache were always on the clock, as far as he was concerned. He was a long-standing member of the community, respected by all. His large, strong legs (from all his years of rugby and football) gave him an air of youth although he was nearly sixty years old. 


			“Thank you, Sheriff,” Audrey answered as she folded the smooth bill in half and tucked it into the front pocket of her new floral dress. I’m going to get a dress like this for my own daughter someday, she thought.


			***


			Jimmie was in town playing high school football against Audrey’s school, who was undefeated so far this season. Friday night games always drew large crowds, which everyone and their dog attended, and most businesses closed during the game. It was not so much the football, but the sense of community and support that brought everyone together. 


			Jimmie was not a flashy, showboat type of player. He was humble and loyal, and played tough, gritty football. He preferred to play defense, and being the oldest of seven children, he accepted the role of protector at an early age. Every time he stepped out onto the field, his job was to either stop the running back’s rush or tackle the quarterback. He found it easier to stop the rush, but it was more satisfying to take down the team’s leader, their quarterback. Audrey’s school, which was used to scoring at least four touchdowns by the half, was held to one measly field goal. Jimmie already had three sacks and eight tackles. 


			During the game, as Jimmie would come on and off the field, he and Audrey would glance at one another. She was sitting close to the field on the bleachers along the rail, and his seat on the bench was just a stone’s throw away from her. Jimmie could feel her eyes on him as he rested on the sideline, and she knew that every time he dragged someone to the ground, he was displaying his power and peacock train. His size, strength, and handsome looks intrigued her, but what impressed her most was how Jimmie almost single-handedly shut down the same team she watched win with ease night after night. 


			After the game, Audrey stuck around by the fence where the visiting team exited so she could get one last look at the mysterious man playing amongst the boys. She was the only thing Jimmie thought about in the rowdy locker room while he prepared for the short bus ride home, not speaking to any of his teammates as they celebrated their upsetting victory all around him. 


			As Jimmie left the visiting team’s locker room, he saw Audrey’s long, brown hair and gentle face glow from the dim, yellow streetlamp above. He was timid, and had never approached a beautiful female before, especially a stranger, but something pulled him towards her.


			“H… Hello, I.. I.. I’m Jimmie,” he mumbled.


			“How did you get so strong?” Audrey asked, catching Jimmie off guard.


			“I dunno, probably helping my father,” he replied, lost in his future wife’s light-blue eyes. 


			“I’m Audrey,” she said, reaching her tiny hand through an opening in the chain link fence.


			Audrey, Jimmie thought. A name he was not about to forget. “N… nice to meet you, Audrey,” he choked out as he placed her soft hand gently into his sweaty, calloused palm.


			“Will you be back in town soon?” she asked as their interaction began to draw attention. 


			“Not sure,” is all he could say. He was lost in her beauty, and they both shared the same nervous energy, although Audrey never showed it. 


			“HEAD COUNT!” called the team’s manager. Jimmie couldn’t stand the military-like instructions, and as Audrey’s hand slowly slipped away, his teammates began to shove him towards the bus. All Jimmie could do was look back to see her smiling at him, waving goodbye. 


			“Jimmie, you ole dawg, do you even know who that was?” asked a teammate whose relatives went to school with Audrey. 


			“No, who is she??” Jimmie pleaded as they waited to get on the bus. 


			“Her parents are the Strolls, and they own half the town. Good luck with that, farm boy!” his friend said, laughing as they climbed the bus steps. 


			“Tell me everything you know,” Jimmie demanded as he sat beside his friend. 


			“Forget it, Jimmie. You don’t stand a chance,” replied his friend who plugged his ears with headphones and closed his eyes. 


			As the bus pulled out of town, Jimmie stared out the window, trying to identify places a high school girl might hang out for fun. The image of Audrey consumed Jimmie over the coming days. He thought only of her. 


			He was a popular guy in school, something he never asked for or wanted, and now Jimmie had no time for anyone who tried to attract his special attention. His heart was somewhere along that fence at the football field, and he hoped that the new owner was taking good care of it. 


		




		

			Chapter 3 


			Ten Years Married 


			“James, honey, I think it’s time for us to get out of here for a few days,” Audrey presented one morning over breakfast.


			It was summertime, and with Audrey fully recovered from Rose’s birth a year and a half before, she was ready for a vacation. Jimmie was not completely on board with the idea.


			“Oh God, Audrey, my coffee isn’t even cold yet,” he said, rubbing his eyes. Jimmie was an early riser, but never considered himself a morning person. It sometimes took him hours to snap back to reality.


			“It would be good for us and the baby to drive to the coast so we can relax,” Audrey said to Jimmie, who looked at his wife like she had three heads. “I promise we’ll find a place to stay with an outdoor pool since I know how you feel about the sand at the beach, dear,” she offered. 


			Jimmie knew it didn’t matter what he said. They were going on this vacation. He also knew they would be making core memories with Rose, but he liked to play the game with his wife and not give in to her right away. 


			“Will this vacation come with a fully-stocked cooler and a fresh pack of twigs?” he asked.


			“You know how I feel about those things, James, but I am willing to relax the rules while on vacation. Just not in front of Rose,” she said as she took her mug and plate to the dishwasher. “I’ll book our room today and we will leave first thing Friday morning.” 


			As she took Rose upstairs to change her heavy diaper and put her down for a mid-morning nap, Audrey’s excitement grew. She had been exercising to help get her firm body back, something she was not in a rush for but came easily to her, and she was thrilled for the opportunity to try on her new swimsuits for Jimmie. They had finally arrived in the mail just two days before. 


			Audrey knew she would be busy packing for the family over the next few days. It would be their first time taking Rose away for the night, and there was a lot to pack. How are we going to fit our suitcases, food, umbrella, car seat, highchair, pack n’ play, diaper bag, cooler, beach chairs, games, toys, stroller, and ourselves in the car? she wondered. 


			“James, my dear,” she called from upstairs. “I think we should go look at new cars today.”


			Something shattered on the kitchen floor. Audrey took it as a sign to perhaps pump the brakes on her latest idea, for Jimmie’s mental health of course. Downstairs, Audrey’s latest vehicle revelation left Jimmie in a temporary state of paralysis, causing him to drop his dishes in the middle of the kitchen on his way to the dishwasher (an unfortunate event that now left him with more on his plate than he bargained for). 


			 ***


			When the Hayes family pulled into the parking lot of their hotel, the first thing Jimmie and his eager daughter, Rose, saw was the outdoor pool. Rose kicked the back of Audrey’s seat with excitement. The escape alone was enough satisfaction for Audrey. Mission accomplished, she thought. 


			“Pool, pool,” Rose began repeating.


			“Can you say ‘slide,’ Rose?” Audrey asked.


			“Sliiide,” Rose echoed.


			“Very good, baby girl,” Jimmie added, pressing a small yellow button inside the glove box to pop the car’s trunk. 


			“I swim pool?” Rose asked as her mother unbuckled her seat straps and carried her out of the car.


			“Dammit, Audrey, I forgot her water wings. I had one job!” Jimmie confessed while unloading the car. “After we unpack, I will run to the hardware store to find some new ones.” 


			“Can you pick up some red wine while you’re out?” asked Audrey, wrapping one arm around her husband’s neck and shoulders from behind him. 


			“You don’t have to ask me twice!” Jimmie replied, knowing that his wife only indulged when she was celebrating or in a very good mood, something he was not about to interfere with. 


			Little Rose donned a stretchy, watermelon bathing suit that zipped up the back. She hated getting sunscreen applied to her face, which was a chore always left for Jimmie to tackle since Rose was as slippery as a trout. 


			Jimmie removed his short-sleeved shirt to reveal his shag carpet chest to the world, hair so thick he could conceal just about anything he wanted inside it. Growing up, Jimmie had armpit and facial hair well before any of his friends and was often the one to impersonate a legal-aged adult while still in high school. 


			After Audrey buckled Rose’s freshly-untagged unicorn water wings, she handed her daughter over to Jimmie who was sitting on the edge of his pool chair, sipping a beverage. Audrey stretched both of her arms into the sky before tossing her white baseball cap down onto her towel. She untied her wavy, pink beach cover to unveil her new, black bikini with gold clasps to her husband, and any other pool guests who could not help but appreciate her beauty. She walked to the edge of the deep end, hung her toes over the side, and dove headfirst into the water. 


			When she surfaced, Jimmie wasn’t sure if he was awake or dreaming. He watched, jaw in his lap, as his wife swam back over towards their chairs and rested her glistening, fit arms on the pool deck, holding herself up as she treaded water with her feet. Jimmie gestured as if he was checking his pulse, and Audrey appreciated the flattery.


			“Rose,” Jimmie said quiet enough so only his family could hear, “tell your mother that if she doesn’t get out of that pool it’s going to turn into a hot tub.”


			“Rose, tell your father I’m glad he likes my new bathing suit,” Audrey replied. “James, would you mind pouring me some of that wine?” she asked. 


			Jimmie’s hands trembled as he scoured the beach bag for the corkscrew, opened the wine, and finally filled Audrey’s plastic travel cup for her. He took his little watermelon daughter by the hand and walked the full cup over to the edge of the pool where Audrey happily watched. 


			Rose began to take steps shortly after her first birthday and was doing well. They only let her walk on her own when there were wide open spaces, one rule that would not be relaxed on vacation.


			“Look at you go, little girl!” Audrey added, tapping on the pool deck with her wet hands.


			Throughout the day, Jimmie and Audrey took turns swimming with Rose and taking her down the water slide on their lap. She swam like a fish, splashed, laughed, and had already surpassed her parents’ aquatic expectations. Despite Rose’s attempts to swim on her own, there was no letting go of the back strap of her water wings. They never got to enjoy the hot tub or sauna together, something not fit for a child, and Jimmie was not interested in going in there by himself. Audrey, however, took some time for herself to relax and enjoy the spa, something she hadn’t done in over two years. 


			At night, while Rose slept, her parents would listen to quiet music, play cards, dance, talk about the past, and dream about the future. 


			“James,” Audrey said at the table during their second night of vacation, “we spent two days at the pool and only have one full day left. Do you think we could spend the morning at the beach? For me, please?”


			“Oh jeez, Audrey, you know how I feel about the beach. I’m still finding sand in my chest hair from our last trip,” Jimmie responded, smiling as he rubbed his fingers through the visible chest hair.


			“We can come back to the pool in the afternoon and I’ll help you wash it all off, I promise,” she urged, taking his hand in hers. 


			“I’ve got an idea,” Jimmie proposed. “Let’s let the cards decide. If I win, we forget the beach. If you win, we can spend the morning at the beach, pack a lunch, and spend the last few hours of daylight at the pool. Deal?” 


			“Deal! Now let me go get the cards,” Audrey said, skipping off with enthusiasm. 


			 ***


			Rose was a natural in the water, playing in the shallows and small pools of water left behind as the tide went out. In contrast to her father, she loved the sand, so much so that Rose did not seem to mind the handfuls of grainy, brown sand that continued to make its way into her mouth. The ocean was choppy so they didn’t take her out very far, but Rose still enjoyed sitting near the edge where the waves, exhausted of all power, would rush up and splash her chunky legs. The beach was beginning to fill up, and Rose was happy just watching the bigger kids without life jackets play and run in the water. 


			She added to the sounds of joy at the beach with her laughter, and Rose tried to piece together whatever words she knew in order to communicate to her parents.


			“Beach, fun,” she said. “Big wave, splash!” 


			A smile came upon Jimmie’s face as he watched his beautiful wife and daughter down by the shore. He couldn’t believe how many people had arrived at the beach in such a short time. It was not even lunch yet and there were already a hundred people swimming. Those in the water up to their knees or waist were easily recognizable, but those bobbing their heads further out looked as though they could be a family of seals or fishing buoys. 







OEBPS/image/TTG-BG-TitlePage1.gif
BRYCE GILLIS





OEBPS/image/ToTheGrave-BryceGillis_en_US-013-eBook-c.jpg
~1 A4

\WHAT YOU SURVIVE WILL FOLLOW YOU

BRYCE GILLIS





OEBPS/image/TTG-BG-HalfTitlePage.gif





