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      The ’80s horror VHS was in the back of his dead grandmother’s closet. Carson found the tape buried beneath a mountain of old shoes on his third attempt to clean out the room. On the cover was a shaggy gray creature with claws on each hand and foot, and a devilish grin chock full of tiny, jagged teeth. The red text in prototypical futuristic font across the bottom read “CRITTERS.”

      It was one of the few horror movies from that era he hadn’t seen, and he reckoned it would be a good distraction from the past few days’ events. . . but where to find a VCR?

      Carson pulled out his phone and called his cousin, Sophia.

      “Hey, Carson. Decided you wanted to take me up on the offer to help clean Gran’s place after all?”

      “Actually, no. I’m hoping you can do me one better. Does your dad still have a VCR laying around?”

      Sophia had driven across the state for Gran's funeral and was staying at her childhood home for the week. Wanting to be around to help, wanting to be there for her dad, Carson’s uncle. Carson was glad to hear of her plans, not only because the three of them were the only family left to handle the proceedings, but because he missed spending time with her.

      She sighed, embarrassed. “You know he does.”

      “Perfect.” Carson smiled to himself. “Because, shockingly, despite all the crap in this house, the one thing Gran didn’t have was a VCR. Can I borrow it?”

      “What do you want that for? Are you feeling all right?”

      Carson clicked his tongue. “Yes, I’m fine, Soph. Do you remember Isaac, from high school? And that big box of horror VHS tapes from the video store? I found a leftover in Gran’s closet.”

      “Oh yeah? Which one?”

      “Critters. I’ve never seen it before. Thought it might be a fun distraction.”

      “That’s a good one. You’ll like it.” She paused. “Mind if I watch it with you? I could use a break. I’m sure my dad could too. I can bring the VCR over right now. . . ?”

      “Of course! Goes without saying Rae’s welcome too.”

      “She drove back home to the east side already. She only had time for the funeral. Back to work now, as usual. . . I’m still staying the rest of the week, though.”

      Secretly he felt relief. He liked Sophia’s wife, a lot even, but it had been far too long since he and Sophia had a chance to hang out one on one. Yet, there was something in Sophia’s voice. . .

      “Everything good with Rae?” Neither he nor Sophia were ones for tiptoeing around difficult conversations. Directness was a key to their closeness—even throughout the years of Carson drifting around the country—and he’d be damned if he changed that now. If she didn’t like the bluntness, she’d say so.

      “No ‘trouble.’ Rae’s great. We’re great.”

      “But?”

      “But. . . But nothing. It’s not important, and certainly not as important as me coming over right now to watch a silly horror movie.”

      Before he could respond, she added, “Be there in ten,” and hung up.

      While Carson waited for Sophia, he thought back to that once magnificent collection of horror flicks. He’d gotten them from his buddy, Isaac, who worked at Movie Gallery until the beloved video rental store finally went out of business. Carson, who was a young teen at the time, had thus far been deprived of mature movies, especially horror—so he was thrilled to get a treasure trove. But he ended up owning the boxes of tapes for less than a week. Gran confiscated them the second she laid eyes on the movie covers lining the top row. Equal parts gruesome and salacious, they were almost enough to still Gran’s good Christian heart. And if Carson was being honest with himself, those covers often made him feel like he was sneaking a peek at something he was far too young to be seeing. The cover for The Slumber Party Massacre, in particular, was burned into his puberty-rattled brain.

      Having them taken away, Carson was furious as only a teen could be—but that anger quickly dissipated once he discovered Sophia’s dad had salvaged them from the trash bin. Uncle Dave was a big movie guy and had a great fondness for horror, which he passed on to his daughter and nephew. Carson knew he could watch the movies at their house anytime.

      He looked at the movie in his hand again, the cover rather tame compared to most of the others he remembered. He popped open the hard plastic case to get a look at the obsolete video tech, but frowned when he saw what was inside. It was a VHS tape, but it was one of those blanks you’d record on at home, not a video store rental.

      Carson took the tape out of the case and found the words Revenge of the Melon Heads! (1986) inscribed in pencil on the white sticker label along the edge. Melon Heads sounded sort of familiar, but he didn’t think he’d heard of the film before. Even though the 1980s were before his time, Carson now fancied himself a bit of an aficionado, having watched all those rental tapes and catching up on the deep cuts via streaming since then—so it was surprising to not even recognize this one. Revenge of the Melon Heads! had to be horror with a title like that and screamed low budget. Maybe even homemade.

      So much for Critters, he thought. Well, maybe this will be better.

      Sophia arrived a few minutes later and entered cautiously, her wary expression implying the same feeling Carson had been fighting since he got to town a few days earlier: the house simply felt wrong without Gran in it. The frequent clatter of dishes in the kitchen while she wreaked havoc attempting to bake, or the lilting, off-tune snippets of made-up songs—all gone. The often overpowering scent of lavender had already begun to fade.

      Carson gave Sophia a careful, knowing smile, an acknowledgment. She nodded with a slanted smile of her own, then followed him into the living room. As she set the VCR down next to the TV, he filled her in on his discovery, showing her the rewritable tape, label out.

      “Do you know anything about it?” she asked.

      “Never heard of it,” Carson replied, shaking his head. “I’m guessing it’s terrible. But, maybe it’s one of those ‘so bad it’s kind of good’ movies, you know? Ooh, maybe it’ll be like Killer Klowns from Outer Space! God, I love that awful movie.”

      Sophia laughed. “Funny enough, I saw Killer Klowns in my dad’s basement den while grabbing the VCR.”

      “No kidding? Does your dad still have all the old tapes?”

      “Of course he does. They’re all on display too, practically a damn shrine to the ‘golden age of horror,’ or whatever dumb thing he likes to say.”

      Carson whistled. “Man, your dad is so cool.”

      “No, my dad is a massive nerd, just like you.”

      “Ouch, shots fired! That hurts, Soph,” he said, but was laughing too. “So, we doing this or what? Want to see what these melon head things are all about?”

      “Hey, I’m still game to watch it if you are.”
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      “Wait, how do we know this doesn’t have some homemade sex tape on it?” Sophia asked. “I miss Gran, but I think I’d be scarred for life if that’s what this was.”

      Carson had the VCR hooked up to the TV and was about to insert the tape. “Ugh, gross. What is wrong with you?”

      “Well, it could be. We don’t know.”

      “You and I both know it’s not. Come on. Gran and Gramps? No chance.”

      “You found it in a rental case, right? It could have come from anywhere.”

      Carson frowned. “You’re right. But we won’t know for sure unless we watch it. Do you want to or not?”

      She laughed. “Of course, I do. I’m just messing with you. Now let’s go!”

      Carson pushed the tape in and bounced back to the couch. Sophia passed him the bowl of popcorn she’d made. For a second, nostalgia choked him up. This moment, settled into the couch, excited to watch a movie and eating popcorn. . . it was all exactly the same as he remembered when they were kids. An only child, Carson had been taken in by his grandparents after his mom died in a car wreck. Sophia—a similar age—lived nearby, so they hung out all the time, mostly to watch movies. Those were some of the only happy moments in Carson’s life at that time. Mirrored now in the wake of Gran’s passing, a fragment of happiness.

      Sophia gave him her patented one-sided smile and he knew she felt it too. Right now, things were good.

      Carson pressed ‘Play’ on the remote. The black TV screen blipped with streaks of white static and flashes of distorted color before morphing into a scene of crashing waves on a sandy shoreline. There was no way to tell if this was the beginning of the movie since there were no opening credits or titles, but it appeared that way.

      The camera panned up from the waves revealing large sand dunes and, eventually, a towering Victorian mansion perched on the horizon. . .

      Cut to the main characters—thus initiating Carson and Sophia’s running commentary over the movie, because they simply couldn’t help it.

      “Here’s Randy, our totally rad dude with the mullet and red convertible,” Carson said.

      “Don’t forget Jenny, the pretty blonde coed girlfriend,” Sophia countered. “Wouldn’t do to have a plain Jane girlfriend for Randy.”

      The couple were on summer break from college, working part-time jobs at the mansion—Barton Mansion—a newly renovated inn. Not long after they started working there, the two were approached by a man on the outskirts of the grounds.

      “Ahh yes, the creepy local, complete with long, stringy hair and a fistful of missing teeth,” Carson said.

      “Let me guess. He’s going to tell them Barton Mansion is haunted. He’s going to issue the dire warning,” Sophia said.

      Not haunted, but she was close.

      According to the creepy local, before the bed and breakfast, Barton Mansion was abandoned. And before that, it was owned by eccentric millionaire and self-proclaimed scientist, Harold Barton, who also ran a sort of insane asylum at the far end of his property. In the asylum, Barton performed highly unethical experiments on children in an attempt to produce superhuman intelligence. He created monsters instead. Devilish humanoids called “melon heads” that promptly exacted their revenge and killed Barton. This all happened back in the 1930s, and while the asylum has since been leveled, the creepy old man assured Randy and Jenny that the melon heads still lived on the grounds, terrorizing anyone who encroached on their territory.

      “Okay, so we’ve got bulbous-headed, bloodthirsty monsters with super strength and an insatiable thirst for revenge,” Carson said. “Oh, and they basically live forever.”

      “Solid premise, I’d say,” Sophia said.

      They watched as Jenny and Randy laughed at the spooky tale, ridiculed the old man, and wrote off the whole mess as a nonsense urban legend. That was, until some of their coworkers started to vanish. . .

      “And cue the bloodshed,” Carson said.

      Moments later, onscreen, one of the missing coworkers was found. Unfortunately for the coworker, she was in pieces, limbs and torso spread across the grounds in front of the mansion, the lawn soaked red.

      Naturally, mayhem ensued.

      “Well, it’s up to Jenny and Randy now, isn’t it? Who else will find a way to stop the melon heads?” Sophia said.

      The next thirty minutes consisted of not much more than Randy and Jenny running for their lives, as well as a slew of tertiary character deaths. At one point, inexplicably, the two stopped running in order to sneak into a vacant room and have sex.

      “Whelp, here it is. I wondered when this would happen,” Sophia said, standing. “I’m going to go grab some more popcorn. Enjoy those ’80s boobs.”

      Carson laughed. “You know how it is. Can’t figure out where the plot’s going? Just add nudity. The shitty horror movie fix-all.”

      Sophia waved a hand at him and went off to the kitchen. When she returned five minutes later she said, “What did I miss?”

      “Not much. That sex scene lasted much longer than I expected, then there was some more unnecessary, but glorious gore, and now Jenny and Randy are in the basement. Where it looks like they just might find. . ."

      “Oh! A secret room!” Sophia shouted, plopping back onto the couch.

      The secret room was Harold’s old study, full of dust and cobwebs and a miraculously intact office setup. In a locked desk drawer—that easily succumbed to Randy’s macho strength—they found Harold’s personal journal. The journal contained everything Jenny and Randy would hope to know about the ill-advised experiments, and then some. Including the one foolproof method of killing the melon heads.

      “Okay, so they know how to kill the monsters. A little too convenient, but I’ll accept it.”

      “I mean, it’s fine. But why wasn’t Harold able to take care of his own mess? They were his monsters, after all.”

      They never did find out, but Jenny and Randy were able to use this secret weapon to dispose of the melon heads one by one. Eventually, they arrived at the final showdown. The confrontation started in the woods surrounding the mansion and ended up on the sandy beach of the lake. In a heroic, yet entirely stupid move—

      “Don’t do it, Randy. Don’t do it,” Carson said.

      “Do it! Do it! Do it!” Sophia chanted.

      —Randy threw himself in front of an attacking monster, sufficiently sacrificing himself to save his girl. Jenny, grief-stricken, but thankfully not hysterical, as ’80s horror movie women are wont to be, easily killed the last melon head, who was preoccupied with feeding on the now-dead Randy.

      The movie ended with Jenny slumped on the sand, crying, as bloody, bubbly water surged around her.

      The video cut to static.

      “And so,” Carson said, “survival was attained.”

      “But at what cost?” Sophia asked.

      Carson pointed at his cousin in acknowledgement and agreement. They both laughed and shook their heads.

      “Man,” Carson said. “That was. . . terrible. But also, kind of awesome.”

      “Hey, the chick survived at least, so that must count for something,” Sophia said, standing. She went to the VCR, reached for the ‘Eject’ button.

      “Hey!” Carson yelled.

      Sophia jumped, almost knocking the VCR off the shelf. She turned to Carson, glaring. “Dude, what gives?”

      Carson grinned. “Be kind. Rewind.”

      They both burst out laughing. It really wasn’t funny at all, but it was so typical of their old humor that with everything else going on, the nostalgic vibes, it happened to be the perfect joke for the situation. It left them in the kind of laughter that would have ended in tears had it not been for the new noise coming from the TV.

      The static had suddenly given way to a close-up shot of a disheveled man’s face, his hair in disarray and his thick-framed glasses practically diagonal across his filthy face. Sweat and dirt and. . . was that blood? The video quality made it hard to tell, but it looked like the man had several scratches on his cheeks and nose. The man was whispering hurriedly into the camera while repeatedly looking back over his shoulder.

      “I don’t know who will see this, but it’s real. It’s all real. It’s not supposed to be, but it is. We all thought we were just making a silly film about an urban legend. I mean, God, we were! The film isn’t real, but, like, somehow our production. . . summoned them? Like it brought them to life or something. I know, I know. That sounds crazy. But it’s true. We think they really do want revenge. Or maybe they feel threatened by the film.” The man’s voice faltered, a sob came in its place. “Oh God, I don’t think we’ll survive the night.”

      Static.
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