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CHAPTER ONE



It was late afternoon by the time they finally pulled into Crimson Springs, and the sun had taken on that strange orange tint that it normally got as the year stretched ever closer to fall. The leaves had not yet begun to change color, but it was only a matter of time. Before Tim knew it, there would be a veritable rainbow hanging onto the branches. Shortly after that, they would all be on the ground, waiting for him to rake up and shove into bags that he would have to haul to the curb for the trash to pick up. Mom would see it as life in an idyllic, small-town setting. Tim thought of it as one more pain in the ass in a year filled with them.

He’d been hoping to spend this past summer hanging out at the pool or the lake with his friends, maybe getting to know Jenny Carmichael a little better—okay, a lot better—but instead, he’d been forced to pack up his room, say goodbye to everyone he’d ever known, and then get hauled halfway across the state to start all over again in a new place. Not only was this stupid town as far from the city life as he could get, but it looked like it was barely big enough to be a pimple on Nashville’s ass. Not that Nashville was anything compared to places like New York or Los Angeles, but it was a damn sight bigger than anything he’d seen within fifty miles of Crimson Springs.

And what kind of name was that for a town anyway? Crimson Springs conjured up images of blood spewing from somewhere underground, hordes of vampires or cannibals gathering around with silver goblets and chalices to catch the gore for use in their celebrations. Of course, that would require excitement from this town, and so far, he hadn’t seen any sign that they even knew the meaning of the word.

Or maybe Dad was right. Maybe he’d just watched too many horror movies.

Up ahead, Tim could see a small conglomeration of buildings surrounding a large, older-looking structure. As they neared it, he noticed a small sign advising travelers that courthouse parking was on the other side of the square, indicating that apparently they’d come to the center of town. He noticed Mom sitting up straighter in her seat, listening with rapt enthusiasm as Dad pointed out not only the courthouse, but also the row of buildings across from it where he said his new office was located. Tim didn’t bother paying closer attention. The twin patrol cars parked on the street in front of the place gave it away, and if he couldn’t figure out where the police station was in a town this small, he was probably beyond help anyway.

As if sensing his son’s annoyance and choosing to prolong the agony, Dad actually made a complete circuit of the square before heading off down one of the side streets that led to their new home. Tim stayed where he was, head resting against the window, only half-heartedly taking notice of the businesses they passed. There was a small pharmacy, a diner, a pawnshop, and what looked like a little convenience market that Tim figured was in heavy competition with the aforementioned drug store for business from the town’s inhabitants. He saw a post office, an ice-cream shop, and a used bookstore, adding to the stereotypical small town “charm” this place had to offer. Tim thought he might just puke from all the sweetness.

He turned his head and found himself staring at a girl roughly his own age. She was standing on the courthouse steps next to two men, one of whom looked to be a year or so older than his dad, the other featuring enough lines and wrinkles in his face to qualify him as a topographical map. The girl had long, curly blonde hair that fell to just past her shoulders. Her face was soft and round, but her body appeared to be trim and fit. She was wearing a short-sleeved blouse and a flowered skirt that fell to just above her knees, giving him only the faintest glimpse of legs that appeared to be long and tanned. He looked back up to her face and found that she was apparently staring at him as well. He had time to see the ghost of a smile appear on her face, and then she was gone, lost when Dad turned off the square.

Tim turned around to look out the back window of the car, hoping to catch another glimpse of her, but they were driving past a massive building that cut off his view of the courthouse. He glanced over and saw the telltale crosses flanking a wide row of steps leading up to the building’s entrance. A church, and if Tim’s guess was correct, it was probably only one of many that would be the central focus of the town’s populace. Out of curiosity, he looked to the other side of the road as they passed, sure he was going to see another church. Surprisingly, it was a bank instead, followed by a school.

After that, there was a gap that seemed to be nothing but a tangled mass of trees and brush, and then the houses began. All of them were obviously old, with a look typical of such homes in the south. Columns adorned the front porches, and, like as not, there were balconies on the second floor that overlooked the street. Tim could almost imagine when this road had been dirt and people would stand or sit up there and watch the horses and buggies making their way to the center of town. Considering the lack of things he’d seen to do here, and the distinct lack of other traffic on the road, it probably wasn’t so much different nowadays.

They hadn’t gone far before they were past the larger houses and driving alongside ones that looked a great deal more modern. Tim let out a relieved breath. He knew both Mom and Dad had seen the place they were moving into, but he hadn’t yet, and he wouldn’t have put it past them to pick a place so old that no amount of added insulation or central air would help keep it feeling comfortable year-round.

Finally, he felt the car slowing down. He looked out the windshield and saw them pulling up to the curb next to a moving truck. Tim wasn’t sure how they’d beaten them here, unless they’d taken longer during their lunch break than the movers had. Since Dad was the only one with keys to the house, so far as he knew, it was kind of stupid for the movers to have been in an overly big hurry. Then again, if they were paid hourly or something, it really didn’t matter where they did their waiting, and if they were here first, they could argue that they should still be on the clock. He didn’t know for certain that was how they did business, but he hadn’t much cared for the grungy, sleazy look about the pair in the first place. He still thought he was going to be damned lucky if he opened the boxes with his albums in them and found they hadn’t been turned into little vinyl slivers through mishandling.

Dad parked almost grill-to-grill with the long panel truck, and Tim heard him grumbling something under his breath about those “assholes blocking the driveway.” Tim wondered if Dad would give them a parking ticket once they’d finished unloading everything, and then realized that he didn’t much give a shit one way or the other. He knew there was a part of Dad that hoped he would find some affinity for law enforcement himself, despite Mom’s misgivings on the subject, but so far, that hadn’t happened. Tim wasn’t entirely decided what he wanted to do with his life when he got out of school in a couple of years, but he knew for damn sure he didn’t want to spend it being a fucking cop. Then again, he’d managed to avoid serious trouble more than once because his dad was one, so he had to admit it did have its perks.

Once the car shut off, Tim opened the door and got out, thankful that the long drive was finally over. It sucked that he still had a ton of work to do before he would be able to just kick back in his room with some music and relax, but at least he wouldn’t be stuck in the back seat of his parent’s old Plymouth any longer. He stretched, reaching as high as he could with his fingers and lifting up on tiptoe until he could feel the muscles in his shoulders and calves starting to burn, and then he took his first real look around at his new home.

The house itself was nothing exciting—not that he would expect anything less from a town like this. He didn’t know anything about houses, nor did he much care what the exact architectural type was. All he cared was that it had two stories, a garage on one side, and what looked to be a fairly small yard for him to mow. The back of the house was heavily shaded, meaning his guess about having to rake up dead leaves once fall fully arrived was a pretty good one, but it also wasn’t nearly as big as he’d initially feared. He looked back the way they’d come and could just make out the larger historical homes a couple of blocks away. They were close enough to town that he could walk there, if he really wanted to. It would be a huge change from walking through downtown Nashville to get to where he wanted to go, but he figured he’d get used to not having to worry about homeless people following him and begging for money all the damn time. In fact, that might be the only highlight in moving to a small town like this.

That, and if the other girls around here looked anything like the one he’d caught a glimpse of back at the courthouse, he might actually be able to forget about Jenny.

He turned and looked at the house across the street. It wasn’t all that different from the one he was going to be living in. It was fairly unremarkable, aside from the face staring at him through the front window. As best he could tell with the last vestiges of the sun in his eyes, it looked like a woman of indeterminable age scowling at him from the gloom of her living room. He couldn’t make out any details about her other than “older” and “woman,” but he did notice that she didn’t seem to be looking at either his parents or the two guys who’d climbed out of the moving truck. No, she was staring directly at him.

It was all he could do to fight the urge to flip her the bird, sure that if he did, she’d come marching out of her house screaming about how he’d made some obscene gesture at her. Dad might or might not be angry about that, but he would definitely disapprove of Tim getting off on the wrong foot with the person or persons they would be living across the street from. Dad was big about trying to be friendly with everyone in town. He’d mentioned it more than once, both while he’d considered taking the position here, and after he’d signed the papers the town council sent to confirm his new job as chief of police.

“This place won’t be anything like a big city,” he’d exclaimed over dinner one night, shortly after he’d made the decision to take the job. “It’s a small place, and I get the feeling everybody knows everybody else. Most places like that don’t take too kindly to outsiders. I’ve got to stay on everyone’s good sides if I want to earn their trust. And if they break the law, I’ve got to let them know I won’t just roll over and take it, either. It’s going to be a balancing act, and I’m going to need both of your help to pull it off.”

At the time, Tim had mumbled something that sounded like agreement but was just noise he hoped would make his old man shut up so he could go back to daydreaming about Jenny in the new bikini he’d heard she bought for the summer. Now, he understood completely what Dad had been talking about. He assumed the woman was staring at him for much the same reason Dad was concerned about keeping the peace. And, if he looked at it objectively, he could understand why he might be the object of her scrutiny. He was a young guy with hair that was probably longer than she was used to, and he doubted if she was a fan of his Black Sabbath T-shirt. Maybe if he’d worn Pat Boone, she would’ve let it pass. He’d have to remember that for next time.

He snorted a laugh and turned back around to watch the movers opening the back of the truck and laying out the long, metal ramp they used to make loading and unloading easier. Mom gathered her purse and assorted other small items from the car. Tim reached into the back seat and grabbed his backpack and Walkman, and then headed for the house. Dad was already standing on the porch, watching him and Mom with a look that was equal parts excitement and exasperation. Once all three of them were standing together, Dad unlocked the door and pushed it open with a flourish. Mom smiled and gave him a peck on the cheek as she entered. Tim fought the urge to roll his eyes. He stepped over the threshold and into his new house, hoping that things would get better eventually.







  
  
CHAPTER TWO



There was still a ton to do before his room would be in any condition his parents would accept as unpacked or organized, but as far as Tim was concerned, he’d reached his limit. He had the most important things finished at least. His bed was assembled and even made—well, it had sheets on it, anyway, even if they weren’t tucked in at the edges. He’d hooked up his stereo and made sure that the movers hadn’t broken any of his albums. He’d dumped his clothes out into stacks he could easily grab from and positioned his chair so that he could put on his headphones, sit down, and stare out the window while he listened to music and dreamed of an actual life somewhere far, far from here. There was still a lot to do, including unpacking his books and actually putting his clothes away, but it was good enough for now.

After a moment’s consideration, he pulled out the album Jenny had given him for Christmas last year. He’d never heard of them at the time, but he’d seen them several times in Circus magazine, so he was willing to give them a chance. Now, it was one of his favorite albums. He’d always thought he was going to be a die-hard Sabbath and Zeppelin fan, but it was obvious some of the new bands were answering the challenge set by those incredible British bands from the seventies. First he’d found Mötley Crüe, then some band out of Philly called Cinderella, and now he was hooked on Tesla. The heavy makeup on some of them was a little weird, but it had worked for Kiss and the New York Dolls, so he was willing to overlook that—except for that Poison band. He’d thought he was buying an album recorded by some hot chicks and had been thoroughly shocked and a little disgusted when he found out they were actually men. It was going to take a lot for him to forgive that particular bait and switch.

He flipped the album to side two, the one where they usually hid all the good stuff, tucked his headphones over his ears, and dropped the needle to the first track. He settled back in his chair, the opening strains of “Modern Day Cowboy” drowning out the creak as the wood accepted his weight. He was going to have to replace the battered old thing pretty soon if he didn’t want it to break and dump his ass onto the floor, but at least it was holding him for another day.

His gaze fell on the woman’s window across the street. The sun was long since set, and all he could see was muted light behind her closed curtains, but he still couldn’t get rid of the sneaking suspicion that she was sitting just on the other side of that window, staring back up at him with that same scowl on her face. He sighed and stretched his legs out in front of him, hooking the toes of one sneaker under the heel of the other and kicking it off before repeating the process. He crossed his ankles, slumped comfortably in the chair, and tried to put the woman out of his mind. He was probably just imagining her distaste. And even if he wasn’t, he should have half expected it. Small towns in the south tended to run more conservative than larger cities, even ones as marginally average as Nashville. There his shaggy hair, rock T-shirts, and earring didn’t draw too much attention. Here, though, it was apt to make him stand out in a big way. Strange looks and scowls were just part of the territory. As long as some asshole at school didn’t try to make him out to be a fag or anything, he couldn’t care less. And if that happened, well, he’d just deal with that, too.

There was just enough light from the moon and the well-spaced streetlights for him to have a clear view of the sidewalk in front of the house. The street itself was empty now that the moving truck was gone and Dad had pulled the car into the driveway, and he hadn’t seen or even heard any other traffic in an hour or so at least. Frowning, he glanced over to the digital clock sitting on the floor beside his bed: nine forty-five. Not even ten o’clock and the town was as dead as dead could be. Worse, it was a Friday night. Back in Nashville, there would have been all kinds of stuff going on, even in the suburbs where he’d grown up. This was going to be a miserable couple of years if tonight was any indication.

As he started to drowse, lost in the music blaring through his headphones, he saw movement from the corner of his eye. He sat up a little straighter, curious as to what kind of person or animal might be out, now that the town had rolled up the sidewalks. Hell, anything would be better than the nothing he’d seen so far. A dog came into view first, followed by a woman bundled up far more than was necessary for the night air. Summer was on its way out, but it wasn’t gone yet. Tim thought he would be perfectly fine out there in nothing but a T-shirt and jeans, yet this woman had geared up for the height of winter. She wore a knit cap atop her head, a scarf wrapped around her neck, and a heavy sweater that kept him from being able to tell if she had breasts worth paying attention to or not. Over that, she wore what looked like a woolen coat, open at the front. At least she wasn’t wearing gloves, though the hand that wasn’t holding her dog’s leash was buried deep in one of the coat’s pockets.

Tim snorted a laugh and started to shake his head, then froze as she stopped, turned, and appeared to stare at the house. The dog was obviously anxious to keep going, but she remained where she was, head moving slowly from side to side, as if she were actively trying to peer into the downstairs windows. Tim leaned forward in his chair, lips tightening, wondering exactly what the hell she was doing down there. Slowly, her head lifted and her eyes began to sweep the upstairs windows as well.

Before he knew he was going to do it, he’d ducked back behind the wall, out of her line of sight. His heart was suddenly hammering away in his chest, almost in perfect time to the drumbeat of the song he was currently listening to. He reached up with one hand, trying hard to make sure it couldn’t be seen from down below, and knocked the headphones off his ears. The previous blare turned tinny and indistinct as the headphones bounced off the floor behind him.

It didn’t make any sense. She was the one peeping in windows, he wasn’t doing anything he should be afraid of her seeing, and yet here he was, hiding like some kid caught where he wasn’t supposed to be. What he should do is look back out that window, and if he caught her staring at him, give her the finger. This was his room, after all, his private space, and fuck her if she didn’t like what she saw in here. Still, even knowing that, he couldn’t bring himself to lean forward again until he felt fairly certain she’d moved on.

She hadn’t. As soon as he leaned forward and looked down toward the street again, her eyes locked on his. He felt a chill run down his back as they stared at one another, even though the reaction made no logical sense. He was sure she was about to give him the same scowl the old woman had earlier, but instead she smiled broadly and waved. Not knowing what else to do, he tentatively waved back.

That seemed to satisfy her. She turned away and followed her dog down the sidewalk. Tim watched until they were out of sight, and then shook his head.

“What the fuck was that?” he asked quietly.

Before he could settle back into his chair, he saw two more people making their way down the sidewalk, this time from the opposite direction. It was obviously a guy and a girl, though both were dressed in similar fashion. They had on tight black jeans, black T-shirts, and the girl had on a black motorcycle jacket. They glanced up briefly as they passed. If the guy saw him up here staring down at them, he didn’t react. The girl, on the other hand, shot him a sardonic smile and flipped him the bird before turning and continuing on her way.

Tim laughed. It was the most genuine reaction he’d seen so far in this Podunk town. The pair looked to be about his age, and he hoped he got the chance to meet them once he started school next week. She’d even been pretty, if in an unconventional way. The girl he’d seen on the courthouse steps had been the normal definition of pretty—wholesome, sweet, and the kind of girl you’d want to bring home to meet your mother. The one who’d flipped him off, though, was the tough-as-nails, Joan Jett sort he’d tended to gravitate toward back in Nashville. That he’d discovered one here in Hicksville was a welcome surprise. True, their first interaction had been one of thinly veiled hostility, but that only added to her allure.

He leaned his forehead against the window, eyes turned in the direction the pair had been headed. He caught only the faintest glimpse of them before they disappeared into the shadows between the streetlights’ glow. It had been just enough for him to think the girl had a nice ass on her. A plus, to be sure. He might be wrong, but hopefully he’d get the chance to adjust his initial impression soon enough.

Without warning, the other woman’s face returned to his vision, the neighbor lady’s scowl superimposed over it. The result was downright menacing, that scowl mixing with what could only have been a smile that was faker than shit. He shivered at the mental image, and tried to force it away, to mixed results. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the women were of a kind. Sure, the latter one had acted friendly enough, even waiting for him to wave back before continuing on her way, but that didn’t necessarily mean she wasn’t judging him in her mind while portraying herself as nothing more than a friendly neighbor.

Tim sighed again, leaned back, and ground the heels of his hands into his eyes. He was obviously tired, to be entertaining such paranoid thoughts. Like Dad kept saying, this was a small town, and they probably didn’t do things the way people did back in the city. The woman who’d been walking her dog had probably just been curious about who’d moved into this formerly-vacant house and had been acting out of genuine friendliness when she’d waved at him. The woman earlier—well, she was what she was. His first impression was that she was the nosy neighbor who thought he was some kind of hooligan. Dad would expect him to be the one who had to change her mind about that, instead of just accepting that she was a miserable old bitch. Hell, for all he knew, even that was being too harsh. Only time would tell.

He glanced back to the headphones still broadcasting the diminished sounds of rock and roll behind him. Picking them back up and putting them on again just seemed like too much work. As tired as he was, he may as well give it up for the day and go to bed. He stood, leaving the headphones lying where they were, and switched off the record player. He unfastened his jeans, kicked them off as he crossed the room, and then collapsed onto his bed. He considered pulling his socks off as well but was asleep before he could make himself do so.

His dreams were filled with a seemingly endless parade of women of all ages, from the bitch across the street to the woman walking her dog while dressed as if it were twenty degrees colder than it was, to the hard-ass chick who’d flipped him off, and then finally to the pretty girl from the courthouse steps. As she stepped toward him slowly, unbuttoning her blouse, he finally settled into the dream and truly slept.







  
  
CHAPTER THREE



If he spent one more minute in this room, in this house, Tim was sure he was going to lose his mind. He’d awakened a little after eight, grabbed a bowl of cereal that he’d had to eat without milk since Mom hadn’t had the chance to get groceries yet, and then he’d been right back upstairs to “put that damn room in order” as his father so pleasantly put it. He’d managed to get his clothes stored away in his dressers and closet, and even made some progress with unpacking the assorted other boxes of junk. By lunchtime, though, he’d had all he could handle for a while. He glanced out the window, saw that it was a fairly nice day out, and decided there was no time like the present to get the lay of the land, so to speak. He dressed and went downstairs to try and convince Dad that he needed and deserved a break.

Tim found him in the garage, surrounded by a dozen or more large, taped boxes, attempting to hang shelves on one of the walls so he could start unpacking his tools. He looked over as Tim entered, wiped sweat from his face with his hand, and offered his son a smile.

“Done with your room and come to help me out?” he asked.

“Mostly,” Tim answered. “But I was going to ask if I could head into town for a bit. I’m going nuts up there.”

His father narrowed his eyes. “What’s your definition of ‘mostly’?”

Tim shrugged. “I’ve got about four big boxes left and maybe twice that many little ones. The clothes are put up, and you can walk from one end of the room to the other without having to hop over anything.”

Dad nodded. “That’s an improvement, I’ll give you that. How long were you going to be gone?”

“Maybe an hour or two. Long enough to walk into town and look around some, learn where things are, stuff like that.”

Dad nodded again. Tim wished he’d stop it. He looked like one of those stupid bobbing chicken toys.

“All right,” he said after a moment’s consideration. “I suppose I can spare you for a little while. Don’t stay gone all day, though. I’d like to get the living room finished up and hang some shelves in the spare bedroom for your mother’s craft stuff before the end of the day. And don’t go getting into trouble. We’re supposed to have dinner with the mayor tomorrow night and I’d hate to have to explain why his new police chief can’t even keep control over his own son before my first official day on the job.”

Tim fought the urge to smirk and gave a weak grin instead. “I’ll do my best.”

After one last pointed look that Tim did his best to ignore, Dad turned back to his shelves. Tim waited until his back was turned, rolled his eyes, and headed out the open garage door and down the driveway. He paused at the sidewalk and looked off in the direction he’d seen the two kids in black going last night. He considered going that way to try and find them, to maybe find someone he could relate to in this shithole town, and then turned and headed off in the direction of the square and the courthouse. There would be time to catch up with the other potential town hooligans later. For now, he truly did want to get a better feel for the place.

He made his way up the street, glancing from side to side at the houses he passed. Here in what he assumed was the newer residential section, they didn’t look all that different from one another. Simple two-story houses with paved driveways and a garage, and back yards shrouded in shadow from rows upon rows of trees. He’d have to make the time to check out his own back yard a bit more thoroughly, to see if those trees were just ornamentation or if there was actually a small thicket running behind the houses. Or, even better, full-blown woods that he could hide in whenever he felt the need to get away from it all.

A little further, he came to the school. They’d passed by it too fast for him to see if this might be the high school he’d be attending or not, but now he had the chance to actually stop and read the sign. He frowned and read the location aloud.

“Crimson Springs General School?”

What in the hell did that mean? He’d heard of primary schools, elementary schools, middle schools, and both junior and senior high schools, but he couldn’t begin to imagine what a “general” school might be. He had a sinking suspicion that—especially considering the isolated and self-sustaining feel the town had—it might be exactly what it sounded like: a school where everyone went, regardless of age or grade. His school back in Nashville had been crowded enough, and that one only had four grades worth of kids in it. He could only imagine the chaos if it had three times that many. Granted, the population density was lower here, but it wasn’t that much lower.

There was an easy way to find out, of course. Tim and a couple of his friends had broken into their old high school in order to use the pool during the height of summer last year, and he figured it would probably be even easier to do it here. He looked around to see if there was anyone watching him and paused when he saw the battered old pickup truck parked in the school’s front lot. A janitor? Security? Or just someone who’d had car trouble and left their truck here while they went to get parts, gas, or whatever? He didn’t know, and that meant it was too big of a risk for something so minor. If he just couldn’t get the question out of his mind, he would just ask at the mayor’s dinner tomorrow night. For now, he may as well go ahead and check out the heart of the town.

He hoped that he might find something worthwhile to do in this God-forsaken place, but he doubted it. Everything from those historic houses, to the way people milled about on the square, to the prominence of such a massive church so close to the center of town gave Crimson Springs a very nineteen-fifties, Leave it to Beaver feel that he didn’t much care for. By that same token, it also gave him a place to start looking: the drug store. He’d seen in old television shows and movies how townsfolk might hang out in drug stores, since they usually also had ice cream parlors to offer sweetness with the bitter medicine that was their stock and trade. If nothing else, that girl he’d seen on the courthouse steps yesterday looked like the kind of girl who might hang out in a place like that, and he definitely wouldn’t mind seeing her again.

The square was more crowded than he thought it would be, with people milling about everywhere, window shopping and running assorted errands. Unlike some small towns he’d seen, it appeared that every business aside from the courthouse itself was open for business, even on a Saturday. He was positive that wouldn’t be the case come tomorrow, not with a church that large as one of the town’s major landmarks, but at least he wouldn’t have to deal with nothing being open in addition to having limited options on where he could go.

He ignored everything else for now, his mind locked on the idea of seeing the girl from the courthouse again and headed for the drug store. He fully expected the people he passed to give him contemptuous looks or make snide comments that they didn’t think he’d be able to hear about how long his hair was, but the opposite seemed to be true. He didn’t see the woman who lived across the street from him—a guaranteed scowl, to his mind—but he did see people of a similar age. To a one, they offered him nothing worse than a pleasant smile and nod, or even a quiet but heartfelt “good afternoon” as they walked past him. Some of the younger people, those closer to his own age, actually offered a friendly word of greeting. There were even a few who offered him a hand to shake.

By the time he made it to the drug store, he was thoroughly weirded out. This went beyond small-town hospitality and bumped up against pod-people territory. Not that people back in Nashville had been overtly rude—though there were definitely instances he could remember where they were—but they barely acknowledged your presence unless you were directly in their way or something. Even when he’d visited his grandparents in one of the smaller towns just outside the city, the people had been cordial, but nothing that came close to what he’d experienced so far today. This was just downright unnerving, though he’d be hard-pressed to explain exactly why. He did his best to shake the feeling off and looked into the front window of the drug store.

His guess had been correct. There was a counter running down one side of the store that seemed to be evenly split between a register for the assorted goods stocked on the few short aisles further in, another walled-off space that cut the store off from rows of assorted pills, and a cold case filled with ice cream sitting next to a Coke dispenser at the front of the store. Directly opposite this were three small white tables arranged so that customers could sit there and look out on the square and the people passing by while they enjoyed their frozen snack. Tim snorted a laugh at the predictability of it all and went inside.

Surprisingly, considering the number of people out on the sidewalks, the store was mostly empty. Tim could see a customer browsing in one of the aisles, and an old man leaning on the counter near the area he thought of as the actual drug store, reading a People magazine. The man looked up as he entered and offered him a welcoming smile.

“Hi there,” he said. “Something I can do for you?”

“Just browsing,” Tim replied, offering a false smile in return. The man nodded and went back to his magazine.

Tim noticed a display of Winston cigarettes near the lone register, and realized he was fresh out of smokes. Since he wasn’t old enough to buy them on his own, and Dad sure as shit wouldn’t do it, he figured this was as good a time as any to see how hard it would be to steal them.

He wandered over to the magazine rack and pulled out the latest copy of Fangoria, a little shocked they carried it at all, and acted as if he was reading one of the articles. In reality, he was watching the man behind the counter. He never looked up, never once so much as glanced in Tim’s direction. As incredible as it seemed, he had a wide-open chance to do whatever he wanted. He thought that he might even be able to pop the register and grab some cash—though that was much further than he was willing to go.

Instead, he ambled over to the cold case and acted as if he was looking at the different flavors of ice cream available. He shot the man another quick glance, determined that he was still engrossed in his magazine, and figured that now was as good a time as any. He drifted over to the cigarette display, palmed a pack, and then headed back over to the magazine rack. He risked a quick glance to the man behind the counter, but it seemed that he hadn’t moved at all since the last time he’d checked on him. Apparently, he’d gotten away with it.

Tim transferred the cigarettes from his hand to his pants pocket and looked over to the front window of the store.

And found himself staring into the grinning face of the girl who’d flipped him off last night.







  
  
CHAPTER FOUR



Tim tossed the magazine back onto the rack and rushed outside, but the girl was gone by the time he got there. He looked both ways down the sidewalk, and thought he caught a glimpse of her heading off in the direction of the used bookstore at the end of this particular row of businesses. He didn’t think she would be the type to bust him for stealing the smokes, but since he was new here and didn’t know anybody yet, he couldn’t be sure. Now was as good a time as any to get to know some of the locals, and if he could stave off trouble in the process, so much the better. He took off in that direction, not running, but moving as fast as he could without knocking other people over.

When he finally emerged from the crowd of people just before the corner of the sidewalk, the girl was gone. Tim turned in a full circle looking for her, confused as to how he might have missed her, but she was nowhere to be seen. The closest business was the used bookstore, and while he hadn’t seen her enter, it was the only place he could think of that she could’ve gone. He opened the door, jumping slightly at the unexpected tinkle of a bell hanging above it, and stepped inside.

The place was bigger than it looked from the outside, with several rows of shelves crammed into the space leaving barely enough room between them for a grown man to fit comfortably. In addition to overflowing shelves, there were cardboard boxes filled with unsorted books tucked beneath the bottom and stacked up on the ends of the rows. Near one wall just inside the entrance sat a modest desk topped with a couple of three-ring binders, one labeled “customer credit” and the other identifying itself as “waiting list”. Next to these sat a calculator and a metal cash box with a small padlock threaded through its hasp. Tim had to admit that the “register” system combined with the overstuffed look of the place gave it a comfortable feel that he wouldn’t have expected.

He turned as a woman stuck her head out from one of the rows, a pleasant expression on her face. He recognized her at once: the woman walking her dog last night. He’d only seen her from above, and she’d been wearing a hat and scarf, but the smile—while not quite as unnervingly broad this time—was unmistakable. Recognition flickered in her eyes as well as she took him in, and her grin widened marginally toward what he remembered.

“Well, hi there!” she exclaimed. She stepped the rest of the way out of the row and Tim was able to see the stack of books held in her arms, as though she’d just been stocking the shelves in that particular section. “So glad you found time to stop in today!”

Tim forced a smile onto his own face and remained where he was despite the urge to turn and exit the store as fast as he could. “Thanks.”

The woman shifted the books to the crook of one arm and took a step in his direction, hand held out for him to shake. “I guess I should introduce myself, what with you just moving in yesterday and all. I’m Sylvia Blackwood. In case you didn’t figure it out, this is my little home for wayward words, here.”

“Tim Rogers,” he replied, taking her hand. She didn’t grasp his in a proper handshake, more just allowed her fingers to rest against his palm for a moment. The overall sensation made him feel strangely violated, even though she’d done nothing but act kind and friendly toward him. He was glad when she pulled her hand away but had to fight the urge to wipe his palm on the leg of his jeans.

She seemed to be waiting for him to say more, so he finally added: “My dad’s the new police chief. Or he will be Monday, I guess, since that’s when he starts.”

“So I heard,” Sylvia said, the smile widening again. If she kept that up, Tim thought she might well split her face open. “I bet that means you have to be a very good boy all the time, doesn’t it?”

“Uh, yeah,” Tim said, not sure how exactly to respond to such a strange statement. “Something like that.”

“Is there anything in particular you’re looking for?” she asked. Her eyes were locked on his face, and the way she was staring at him was making him feel more than a little uncomfortable. “I’m sure we can find something you’d like in here.”

If he didn’t know any better, he would have sworn that was an exceptionally loaded question. That couldn’t be the case, though. While she wasn’t that old, Sylvia was easily the same age as his mom, give or take a couple of years.

Before he could answer, he noticed movement at the edge of one of the rows near the back of the store. He could tell someone was there, and while he never saw their face, he did see the edge of a black leather jacket. At a guess, he’d been right in assuming that the girl had ducked in here before he caught up with her. If he wanted to find out who she was and—more importantly—if she was going to rat him out for stealing smokes, this was the best chance he was going to have.

“Just browsing,” he said. In a moment of inspiration, he added, “You wouldn’t happen to have a horror section, would you?”

He thought her smile faded slightly at that. She gestured toward the row where he’d seen the girl’s jacket. “It’s over there. Just come get me if you need any help finding something else.”

The tone in her voice added an unspoken “…more worthwhile” to the end of her statement, but that was easy enough to ignore. He nodded his thanks and started in the direction she’d indicated. For one heart-stopping moment, he thought she wasn’t going to move, but she finally stepped to one side and allowed him to pass. She remained close enough that he couldn’t avoid one shoulder brushing against her, though. He also could have sworn that she’d run her fingers lightly down his back, but that had to have been his imagination.

The girl was gone by the time he turned the corner. He stood there for a moment, wondering if he’d imagined seeing her here, and then he heard the bell over the door jingle as someone either left the shop or came in. After another minute passed without Sylvia saying hello to someone, he assumed it had to be the former. He turned and walked to the end of the row so he could see out the window and saw the girl’s back as she headed down the sidewalk away from the store. He smiled and shook his head at how masterfully she’d eluded him, and then returned to the horror section.

He frowned when he saw that there were precious few shelves devoted to the genre. There were several copies of the old standbys by King and Koontz, a few assorted Edgar Allan Poe collections, but not much else. He skimmed the remaining titles but didn’t see anything that interested him in the slightest. He was about to turn away and leave as well when he noticed a paperback lying on the floor in the middle of the aisle. He walked over to it and picked it up, noticing the shiny red cover with a man’s crazed face peering out from a smear of what he assumed was supposed to be blood trailing down from the last word in the title. The Light at the End: A Novel of Horror by John Skipp and Craig Spector. Those names rang a distant bell in his head, and he was fairly certain he’d seen the book itself mentioned in an old issue of Fangoria. 

Was this her way of leaving him a message of sorts? He didn’t know, but it certainly felt right. He opened the book and had to stifle a laugh. Underneath the dollar price penciled onto the back of the front cover, someone had written, in pen, “Better luck next time.” The script was feminine, and he knew at once that the girl had, in fact, left him a message.

He carried the book over to the desk where he found Sylvia sitting and staring out the window at the people milling about on the sidewalk. She looked over at him before he had to do anything to get his attention, and thankfully, she no longer had that strange, smiling expression on her face. She glanced at the book in his hand, and then took it from him as if she were taking a bag of dog shit to be discarded. She opened the cover, scowled at the writing beneath her own price stamp, and tapped on her calculator. She gave him the total and took his money without comment. Once it disappeared into her cash box, she went back to scowling out the window again, disregarding him completely.

Tim was thankful that he didn’t have to deal with any more of her inappropriate flirtations, but at the same time, he had to wonder what could have shifted her mood so completely in such a short period of time. He supposed it didn’t really matter, so long as it saved him from potential embarrassment.

He left the store and gave a long look in the direction he’d seen the girl heading earlier. He saw no sign of her anywhere, so he headed back the way he’d come. Dad would be expecting him soon enough, and he was positive there would be plenty to do before the day was out.







  
  
CHAPTER FIVE



While there was a part of him that was curious what he might find if he sat up and watched out his window again, Tim was simply too tired after finishing his room and helping Dad with the living and dining room. He crashed out before it was even eleven o’clock and didn’t wake up again until almost ten the next morning. He was a little surprised to find that his parents let him sleep so long. He’d been positive they’d be up early and badgering him to come to church with them, but apparently, they’d been just as tired as he was and chose to stay home and rest today. It wouldn’t be all day since they were supposed to all go to the mayor’s tonight, but at least it seemed like he was going to get most of the day to himself.

He’d tried to talk his way out of attending the dinner with his parents, but they were having none of it. The mayor had invited them as a family, so they were going to attend as a family. They’d insisted that since it was such a small town, it was best for him to be present for a formal introduction to the man who was effectively his dad’s new boss. He supposed that made some kind of sense, but it did nothing to increase his desire to go.

When he finally wandered downstairs around four-thirty that afternoon, dressed in his normal attire of jeans, a black T-shirt—Twisted Sister, this time—and sneakers, he thought Mom was going to have a stroke.

“You can’t go wearing that,” she said, her face a mask of disappointment and something akin to terror. “This is the mayor! Go change, put on a tie.”

Tim stared at her, jaw hanging open. “Seriously, a tie? It’s the mayor, not the president.”

“Even still, you need to look nice,” she replied, ignoring his expression and tone entirely. “Did you unpack your suit from grandpa’s funeral last year? Does it still fit you?”

Before Tim had the chance to argue, Dad came to the rescue.

“Just put on a nice shirt,” he said, poking his head in from the kitchen. “Don’t worry about the tie or the suit coat. I’ll even compromise and say the jeans are fine as long as they’re not the ones with the holes in the knees.”

“Are you sure?” Mom asked, turning to him. “Don’t you think it would be better if….”

“He’s a kid,” Dad interrupted. “Mayor Travis knows that. It’s not like Tim’s planning to run for office against him or something. This is supposed to be a casual dinner, not a formal gathering, so let the kid split the difference.”

Mom’s lip curled in a perfect indication of what she thought of the idea, but she didn’t renew her argument. Tim hurried back upstairs to change before Dad decided that it might be easier to agree with her than to deal with the cold shoulder from his wife all night.

It still felt too warm outside to be wearing a long-sleeved shirt, even one with the sleeves rolled halfway up his arms, but they would be driving to the mayor’s house rather than walking, so Tim thought he could deal with it. He wished there was a way he could sneak his Walkman with him, but it was just too bulky to conceal easily. He had his smokes, which would help alleviate the probable boredom some, and hopefully the dinner wouldn’t last overlong in any event. If it did, well, he figured he’d stick around long enough to fulfill his obligation, then he’d ask to be excused and just walk back home. It would be after dark, and at that point, he could always take the dress shirt off if it got too hot to deal with.

Mayor Travis apparently lived a short drive north outside of town, a course that took Tim through an area he hadn’t seen yet. It wasn’t all that different from the street he now lived on, businesses extending out from the square for a block or so until they turned into historical homes and finally into the more modern dwellings. After a couple of blocks filled with near identical houses, the road dead-ended at a gated driveway with a much larger house than any of the others he’d seen so far just visible at the top of a hill.

Tim frowned and glanced out the back window, immediately noticing the marked incline they’d been driving up since leaving town. Even from this vantage, the square was clearly visible, meaning that it would be even better from the second story of that house before them. All in all, it made the positioning a bit ominous, as though the mayor had the ability to spy on his townsfolk, even when he was home and ostensibly off-duty for the day. It was probably nothing, just his imagination kicking into overdrive, but he couldn’t help feeling the way he did.

He knew that if he brought any of this to his parents, they would both tell him it was either his mind playing tricks on him, or the result of his stated disagreement with moving here in the first place. For all he knew, they were right. What he needed to do was just relax and give the place a chance. After all, he’d be graduating high school soon enough, and then he could go wherever he wanted to, be that back to Nashville or someplace new.

Dad leaned out his open window and pressed a button on the panel next to the driveway. A moment later, the gate swung open, allowing them to continue toward the house. The paved drive wound its way up the hill, angling around several trees and what looked like a grape arbor before finally splitting off into a fork. Dad took the one to the right and continued on, following the road as it circled and brought them right up to the house’s front door. Tim noticed a Cadillac sedan and a Ford Mustang that looked almost new parked side by side in front of a detached garage. The Mustang was cool enough, but he much preferred the older body style from the sixties that had made the car such an icon. Considering that it was probably the mayor’s wife who drove that one, he still felt like the sports car was going to waste on someone who wouldn’t appreciate it.

The house itself was a wonder, easily twice the size of the one they’d moved into. Tim thought it had more in common with a governor’s mansion than something befitting a simple mayor, and wondered if the town’s taxes paid for it, or if the man had owned it before he got elected. Either way, it was an anomaly for a town this size. He would’ve expected the mayor’s house to be nice, sure, but this seemed like it was too nice.

As the three of them got out of their aging Plymouth, the front door of the house opened, revealing a man well into his middle age wearing a polo shirt, slacks, and loafers with no socks. His face was red and ruddy, either from sunburn or from natural complexion, and held an expression of pleasantness and curiosity. His lips spread in a wide grin that showed only a hint of neat, white teeth. The man had a mustache the same light-brown shade as the hair on his head—which was almost too perfect to be anything other than a toupee. Tim’s first impression was that he looked more like a used car salesman than a town mayor. Then again, most of the politicians he’d seen throughout his life had the same slightly sleazy look to them. A look that said they’d shake your hand and tell you what you wanted to hear, and then proceed to drive the knife deep the second your back was turned.

He glanced at Dad and hoped he was smart enough to be careful around this man. He figured Dad couldn’t have gotten to the place he was in his career without dealing with folks like this, but he still didn’t want anything to happen to his old man, no matter how much he tried to rebel against his rules.

“Welcome,” the man said, his grin widening into a proper politician’s smile. “I’m betting you’re the Rogers’.”

“Guilty as charged,” Dad said, returning the smile and stepping forward with one hand held out to shake. “I’m Mike, this is my wife Ellen, and my son Tim.”

“Bobby Travis,” the mayor replied, taking the proffered hand. He shook it, released it, and then took Mom’s, leaning in to give her a quick peck on the cheek as well as a handshake. She seemed a little taken aback by this but didn’t look all that displeased by it. Tim nearly groaned.

Finally, Mayor Travis stepped up to Tim and took his hand as well. “You’re a junior this year, is that right?”

“Yeah,” Tim said, and then caught himself when Mom gave him a slight scowl. “I mean, yes, sir.”

Travis laughed. “And manners, too! Unfortunately, you don’t see enough of that nowadays. Well, not outside of Crimson Springs, anyway. We pride ourselves on good, old-fashioned values here.”

Tim somehow managed to not roll his eyes at the obviously recycled campaign rhetoric and smiled in return. “I try.”

“That’s all we can ask for, isn’t it?” Travis agreed. “You’re the same age as my Beth, it seems. Maybe she can help show you around school, help you get acclimated.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Tim said, ignoring Mom’s pained expression. The last thing he wanted was to have what was probably some hideously ugly girl trailing around after him at school, trying to teach him to fit in when he was perfectly capable of managing the task all on his own. Mom should be glad he’d limited his response to what he’d said instead of what he’d thought.

Travis clapped him on the shoulder and then started back toward the house. “But where are my manners? Let’s get inside out of this humidity. Crazy isn’t it, with fall right around the corner? My wife, Marie’s cooked up a wonderful dinner for all of us, should be ready here in just a few, but maybe I can offer you a drink while you wait?”

“I could go with a scotch and water, if it’s no trouble,” Dad said, following the man up the steps to the house. “But I best watch it since I’ll have to drive home later.”

Travis laughed. “I reckon it wouldn’t do for our new police chief to get himself arrested for driving drunk the night before he starts on duty for the first time, would it?”

“I’m fine, thanks,” Mom said.

“Got a beer?” Tim asked.

Dad smirked and shook his head, Mom scowled again, and Travis chuckled before pointing at him. “You get points for trying, but not the beer.”

Tim smiled and shrugged, acknowledging that he’d only been joking. Still, if the man had agreed and his parents hadn’t caught it in time, he’d have shotgunned that sucker so fast it would’ve made all their heads spin like that creepy chick in The Exorcist.

The inside of the house was every bit as impressive as the exterior. They stepped into a large foyer with vaulted ceilings and even a freaking chandelier hanging above them. Finely wrought wood stairs led to the second floor off to one side, a small table that looked to be made of the same material resting at the foot of them. Travis led them deeper into the house, moving past a powder room on one side and a formal dining room set for six on the other. He descended two stone steps into a sunken living room dominated by a massive stone fireplace. Tim noticed a hallway leading off in one direction, and a swinging door that presumably led to the kitchen opposite it.

Mayor Travis gestured to the sofa and identical armchairs sitting across from it as he turned and moved to the bar set up against the wall between the living and dining rooms. “Please, make yourselves comfortable.”

Mom and Dad moved to the sofa and sat. Tim went to the window overlooking the back yard and felt his jaw slip open as he saw the massive swimming pool with an in-ground hot tub on the other side of it. The patio and deck were flanked by a pair of massive trees that would allow just enough shade to keep it comfortable back there during the summer but spaced far enough apart that you could enjoy the sun while you were actually in the water. Beyond the deck, the finely manicured lawn descended toward thick woods at the far end of the property.

All in all, he had to admit that it was fucking gorgeous.

He heard a door open behind him but was too captivated by the view to care just yet. He was imagining himself living here, hosting parties out on that deck in the summer, a keg chilled in a steel pail nearby, girls in bikinis running around half-drunk everywhere he turned.

“I’ve got a wonderful little fifty-two Merlot chilling for dinner, I promise you’ll love it,” Travis was saying. He paused at the sound of the door, and then resumed speaking, his voice somehow more cheerful than before. “There she is! This is my lovely daughter, Elizabeth.”

Tim closed his eyes briefly, his dream dissolving into an image of the hag he was going to find himself stuck with for the foreseeable future. He opened his eyes and turned…

To find himself staring into the face of the gorgeous blonde girl from the courthouse steps two days ago.
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