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	FOREWORD By Heather Graham

	 

	 

	Welcome to Tales of Music, Murder and Mayhem!

	All of these stories are inspired by Nashville, a city that is synonymous with music.

	From our earliest days—imagine cave drawing and rocks knocking against stone for a musical beat—we, as human beings, have needed to tell stories, in one form or another. Some stories are told through art, a progression from those cave drawings, some are told through the beauty of dance, many come to us through the written word, and many through music!

	Because, of course, the arts complement the arts! The written word has given flight to the creations of musicians zillions of times, just as a song has stirred in the heart or soul of writers, instigating some of our most classic written tales. And what is dance without the music behind it, or a touching song without incredible lyrics?

	But, of course, Bouchercon is “The World Mystery Convention!” So, these tales of murder and mayhem—filled with music and more—are…mysteries!

	We give our deepest thanks to the authors you’ll read in this anthology, all who believe in the power of reading no matter where we want to go in life, or what we want to do! Our charity this year is one near and dear to all our hearts as writers and readers—the Nashville Public Library Foundation! Many of us “grew up” in libraries and to this day, I love being in the library, exploring books that cover the world and often give special attention to the city in which they’re located. We all love books; libraries are about books—and they will always need all the assistance we can give!

	We’d also like to thank those who so willingly gave their time and efforts to this collection, starting with our judges: Yasmin Angoe, Michael Bracken, Jonathan Brown, David Dean, John Floyd, and SJ Rozan, Eric and Lance of Down & Out Books for their incredible support and patience, and finally the amazing and talented people who spent countless hours to bring this anthology together—Susan and Kevin Cella, Connie Perry, and Mike “Mystery Mike” Bursaw.

	And, as always, to Anthony Boucher, and all who throughout many years have kept Bouchercon going as an amazing place for readers, writers, publishers, editors, and all who have laughed, cried, and been taught and touched by the written word!

	 

	Back to TOC

	 

	 


 

	The Birth of the Longtooth Blues by Eric Beckstrom

	 

	 

	They say a person makes thousands of decisions a day. I don’t know. Is flipping your pillow over to get the cool side a decision, or is it just a thing you do? Is having beans and franks instead of hamburgers for dinner a decision, or just the mood you’re in?

	Killing a person. What’s that? Maybe that’s a decision. I guess for some people it’s a mood. For others, just a thing they do.

	Maybe it depends on where you’ve been and where you’re going, or where you are, the timing of when you’re there, and why you’re there. Maybe it depends on who you are.

	For me, the killing was out of necessity.

	I used to know who I was, and what kind of person, but I’m having to refigure some of that.

	There are, in case you didn’t know, 20 Nashvilles in the United States. I had moved from Nashville to Nashville, before going to the Nashville after my friend Jed asked for my help. I simply had to go to Nashville, Tennessee.

	Let me start over. Let me be more honest.

	Funny how that sounds like a plea, or a prayer.

	That “simply”—I simply had to go to Nashville, Tennessee—is, as my late Uncle Jonathan might have said, carrying enough weight to stagger a dray horse. It’s covering up my incaution. Covering up death.

	That simply is a morgue sheet. Four of them, actually.

	Under two sheets are my friend Jed and his son, both of whom I got killed.

	Under the third is another guy I got killed. A public records employee.

	The guy under the fourth sheet…well, if I’m honest, him I murdered. Not manslaughter. Murder.

	This story starts out weird and gets weirder, with more coincidences than you’d think could be swept into such a tiny corner of the universe. Somewhere there must be some folks who didn’t get their fair share. I was born in a tiny California town called Nashville, named after the Nashville, the one in Tennessee. Jed grew up in a tiny Oregon town called Nashville, named after some English guy. That’s just the first coincidence. Jung would have interpreted the convergence of these Nashvilles and everything that followed as synchronicity. With everything that’s happened, I can’t help but think the same.

	I loved my little life in Nashville, California, but the closest Black family to ours must have been in Sacramento. I had casual friends at Indian Creek Elementary, some white, some Miwok from Shingle Springs. But my mom and Uncle Jonathan ran the Christmas tree farm that had been in the family for a couple of generations, and it was really the trees that kept me company while they and I grew up together from saplings. Aside from the rare day with a school friend, it was just my mom, her brother, me, and the trees.

	And then, one day, the trees and Uncle Jonathan were gone, taken by a wildfire started by a man who was vacationing from Tennessee. He was playing with his Rolex, burning ants alive on the forest floor by reflecting sunlight off the glass.

	The trees burned, the insurance company underpaid, and my mom had to sell the family land because it and the business were ash. A trucker who would haul our Christmas trees to box stores and grocery chains in nearby towns got her a line on a job managing the Rattleberry Tree Farm near Nashville. Meaning, Nashville, Oregon, where I met Jed Longtooth.

	Jed and I shared the fourth grade classroom of a charter school. Kids were bussed 25 minutes each way from all over that part of Lincoln county. The first time I stepped onto that bus all I saw were army-green, vinyl-covered seats and the white faces sitting in them. I sat alone, the new kid—the Black kid—and lost my eyes in the Douglas firs on either side of the road. The trees were blurred by rain. They thinned here and there to accommodate the Yaquina River, which is really just a glorified creek.

	I felt the side of the seat next to me depress. It exhaled its foam padding breath. I turned and looked into a face the same hue as mine. I was shocked. The Black kids, it turned out. He had walked the length of the bus just to sit next to me. He later told me he felt the same way, and of course he did. How long had he been the Black kid?

	“I’m Jed, what’s your name?”

	“My name’s Pearl because my mom says pearls cover sand and suffering and make them into something pretty and I’m also named after Pearl Bailey who was a singer and an actress and a writer and won the Presidential Metal of Freedom.”

	Caught off guard, nervous and excited, I rattled all that off and even forgot the punctuation.

	“I’m named after my Longago Grandad, Jedidiah. He was a slave, but he escaped.”

	As we got to know each other, I learned he often put it that way when he claimed to be talking about his ancestors, like a formal title, because he never knew how many “greats” to put in front of a name. It was always his Longago Aunt or his Longago Grandma.

	“Hey Pearl, why’d you move here?”

	“Our tree farm in California burned,” was all I could bear to say.

	“Well, I’m glad you didn’t get hurt! Hey, lemmee tell you about my Longago Uncle. He used to hunt for gold in California! He was a real miner forty-niner at Sutter’s Mill where the Gold Rush happened.”

	For a few seconds I couldn’t hear the wheels on the pavement, the other kids, or my own breathing. In the distance I heard myself say, “He couldn’t have been. He’d a been a slave, too.” But in my head I was pondering the coincidence that Sutter’s Mill is 30 minutes north of our ashed tree farm in Nashville, California.

	“I don’t know,” said Jed. “Maybe he got away, too. Or maybe he was white. My mom said some of our Longagoes were white.”

	Each day on the bus ride I revealed more about the old tree farm and he’d tell me about his Longagoes. Sometimes I got tired of his stories, but maybe that’s because it made me think about my uncle and how I had no real extended family. My parents divorced when I was two and my dad had gone back East to be near his parents, whom I’d met twice. My mom’s parents had both died relatively young, and I didn’t know a thing about my Longagoes.

	But mostly I liked Jed’s stories. I even believed some of them. It was his family lore and history that germinated and became my career as a genealogist. I started looking stuff up in libraries when my mom and I visited Salem or Portland. I even learned how to access public records, which at the time were either microfilm, microfiche, or paper. I’m sure part of me just wanted to prove to Jed that his grandma hadn’t worked in Area 51 studying alien corpses, as he claimed. But mostly I wanted to learn about my own great-great-greats.

	We went to school together until college but attended different universities. I triple-majored in Folklore & Ethnomusicology, American Studies, and African American and Diaspora Studies. Jed majored in English and became, unsurprisingly, a writer and a very good creative writing teacher. We kept in touch and when email came about in the 90s we kept in even closer touch.

	I took a job at a not-for-profit called the African American Heritage Restoration Initiative based in Portland. For years I expected Jed to ask me to research his family tree. Finally, one day he did. He wanted to see if any of the stories he’d told me were true. What I discovered compounded the Nashville synchronicity and turned the whole thing into a genealogical X-File.

	Jed’s great-great-great grandfather, Jedidiah Longtooth, was born into slavery in 1845. From what I could tell, he escaped around 1860, but nothing online revealed where he’d been enslaved. Along the trail to the Free Territory of Oregon he met Josa. In 1870, at age 25, with the country already un-reconstructing, Jedidiah and Josa Longtooth welcomed Jed’s great-great-grandfather, Honor, into the world. Both Jedediah and Great-Great-Great-Grandmother Josa died in 1920 at age 75.

	In 1895, at age 25, Honor and Sefi Longtooth welcomed Jed’s great-grandfather, Frederick Douglass Longtooth, right around the time Jim Crow moved in. Both Honor and Great-Great-Grandma Sefi died in 1945 at age 75.

	In 1920, at age 25, Frederick and Sophie Longtooth welcomed Jed’s grandfather, Fortune. Both Frederick and Great-Grandmother Sophie died in 1970 at age 75.

	In 1945, at age 25, Fortune and Jo Longtooth welcomed Jed’s father, Elijah. That was the same year Fortune returned home from serving with the 332nd Fighter Group—the famed Tuskegee Airmen. Exactly 20 years later, Jo became the first Longtooth woman to vote. Both Fortune and Grandma Jo died in 1995 at age 75.

	In 1970, at age 25, Elijah and Ina Longtooth welcomed Jed, named after Great-Great-Great-Grandfather Jedidiah, who had been enslaved just 125 years prior. Jed’s parents, Elijah and Ina, both died in 2020 at age 75.

	You see it, of course. Each Longtooth couple was the same age and each welcomed a son at the same age. The names of the Longtooth women? All nicknames for Josephine. Each Longtooth man and woman from Jed’s lineage lived to be 75.

	If twice is a coincidence and three times is a pattern, what are a half dozen coincidences spread across generations? Synchronicity? Destiny? Something written in the stars?

	What happens to the man who chooses to end with fire and glass something that is written in the stars?

	That’s what I’m doing. Telling you what happens to a man like that.

	 

	 

	Jed was delighted when I shared the Longtooth family tree with him, but I wasn’t satisfied. I wanted to know more about Jedidiah. Where had he been enslaved? How did he become free?

	I’d been to the Portland city archives hundreds of times. I found original documents supporting what I’d read online, and exhausted every source I could think of. It’s standard practice for me to check with my archive contacts in case I’ve missed something, but both my Portland people had recently retired.

	Which left me with Pete.

	Every genealogist, folklorist, or historian is part detective. My detective instincts kicked in the moment I mentioned the name Longtooth to Pete, the New Guy. Pete was scared.

	I acted with more authority than I had, flashed my laminated genealogist credentials and employee IDs, and mentioned the network of attorneys my organization has on retainer.

	“Alright, alright. Freedom papers,” he said.

	I gaped.

	Jed had told me his namesake had escaped slavery. It was sacred family lore. But freedom papers meant he had been granted or somehow bought his freedom.

	“Jedediah Longtooth had freedom papers?”

	“Yes. I came across them when we were digitizing everything.”

	He paused.

	“What aren’t you telling me?”

	He sighed. “The papers had some lyrics or something on them. I thought they seemed kinda good. I know a guy who knows a guy whose in Bobby Bob Ferrell’s band. I sent a picture—just a corner of one page to give a hint. Ferrell was interested. I got fifty bucks, he got the papers, I got screwed. No one knew Bobby Bob Ferrell until a few months after he got his hands on those papers, and now he’s the latest filthy rich country star.”

	“I don’t understand. How could Ferrell’s songs be on freedom papers from 150 years ago?”

	“There were words on the papers. Lyrics. Bobby Bob changed ’em around, put in new words, took stuff out. But you can tell his hits—his only hits—came from those papers.”

	I got the address Pete had sent the papers to. It was Ferrell’s office suite in Nashville, Tennessee, in a high-rise right on Broadway. The rent must have been astronomical.

	In 1995, at age 25, Jed and Posie Longtooth welcomed their son, Jed III—JJ.

	Two months after JJ’s 25th birthday and the day after my conversation with Pete, Jed and JJ Longtooth were on their way to Rattleberry Tree Farm to join my mom and Posie for lunch when their car was firebombed on Logsden Road a few miles north of Nashville. Chunks of glass and burning plastic landed among the trees. Pieces landed in the Yaquina River. Probably some landed among the tall trunks, through which Jed and I had run 15 years before, chasing each other into the water. Probably some pieces splashed right where we had.

	To this day—every day—I hear our footfalls and our teasing voices echo like needles through the forest and the narrow riverbed. Like needles, they blur my vision.

	Je-ed, I’m gonna get you! Right behind you!

	Pear-al, you’re never gonna catch me! I am looong gone!

	I didn’t wait for the funerals. I left Posie in my mom’s hands and took the next flight to Nashville, Tennessee. The Nashville, according to everyone.

	Having no other leads—listen to me, sounding more and more like a detective—I drove my rented car past the Broadway high-rise with Bobby Bob Ferrell’s upper-floor office. Honky-tonk was already stomping its way through every other doorway up and down the street. I had to figure out how to get a peek inside that office. I noticed a reception-slash-security kiosk. People came and went. Occasionally someone was stopped briefly before being waved on. Security monitors were ignored. Custodians entered and exited elevators.

	I decided there was no point in waiting. It seemed unlikely Ferrell would be around. How many singers spend their time hanging out in an office? I parked my car in a garage and found an upscale club. In a restroom stall, I changed into my uber-professional suit skirt, blouse, and heels. I’m a plain-looking Black woman, so people don’t often give me a second glance. It’s rare for me to get a first glance. It’s one of my distinguishing features, that I’m indistinguishable. It’s a bit sad, but sometimes useful.

	You can also get people to miss you by looking like someone who knows where they’re going and what they’re about, or by blending in the way service staff like custodians blend in with the walls because few people want to see them. I didn’t have a custodian’s outfit, so I camouflaged myself with confidence and my indistinguishableness. With my head high and nose up, my briefcase held with ease, I breezed past the security kiosk, heels clicking with self-possession. The security guard looked about to say something, but my breezy passing had already ruffled his bangs and someone else was asking a question.

	I’m not used to winging it, and don’t rely on luck, but I had no choice. I wasn’t really a detective. Just a rather hapless genealogist.

	But I did get lucky. Several more times. More stuff swept into this one little corner of the universe, I guess.

	I hopped on board the elevator with a custodian, a Black woman, who swiped a keycard and pressed floor 26. She raised her eyebrows at me.

	“Oh, thank you. 25, please.”

	She swiped again and pressed 25.

	I tried the knob on 2506, hoping the lack of attention to the security monitors held.

	Locked. Well, of course it was. The light on the key swipe above the knob was steady red.

	The light on the key swipe on the custodial closet door down the hall, on the other hand, was steady green.

	In it, were several hooks. On one hung a janitorial smock. The tail had gotten caught between the back of the door and the jam, preventing it from closing tight enough for the lock to engage. On the breast pocket was a large ketchup stain. It had been half-heartedly dabbed, but was still wet, presumably abandoned until the next day.

	Behind the stain, in the pocket, was a keycard.

	Several lights came on when I entered Bobby Bob Ferrell’s office. A motion detector. Just for the illumination, I guessed, since no alarm sounded. The man just couldn’t be bothered to flick a switch. I did, and the office went mostly dark again.

	The space was expansive in both size and tastelessness. Everything was glass, stainless steel, vinyl, and the kind of plastic that’s expensive but still plastic. I didn’t think there was a single piece of wood in the place. On the walls were photos of peach trees, single ones and rows of them. Some pictures were obviously very old, but originals. Daguerreotypes, tintypes, photos printed from film, and others obviously digital. It was an accidental history of photographic technology. All were framed in black metal. Beneath each was a little parchment label sandwiched behind clear plastic. Each label said Peach Haven Plantation in fancy script, and each had a quaint location name and year. With my penlight I read River Bend Way, 1859. Shadiest Acre, 1930. African Breeze Veranda, 2023.

	The wall of windows overlooked Broadway and the curvaceous Cumberland River. The view was a cataclysm of neon, red-lighted cell towers, and echoing light of all kinds. I think it would have melted the trees my mom tended back in the other Nashville. The night wasn’t so much lit up as beaten off. Over the square of window glass aligned with Ferrell’s desk hung four records framed behind more glass. Two gold, two platinum.

	Usually, desks face away from windows so the person seated there has a commanding view of the room and whoever enters. That wasn’t enough for Bobby Bob Ferrell. His desk—a monstrous amalgam of stainless steel and acrylic—faced the windows. Except for the chunk of Nashville obscured by the records, he had a commanding view of the town he figured he’d conquered. It might sound like I was reading too much into things, but you’ll see I was right about his sense of himself. You’ll also see that I was wrong about two things.

	On his desk lay two pieces of paper. One was common, lined note paper. The other was made from rag paper, circa 1861. It was surprisingly white given its age, but rag pulp doesn’t brown the way wood pulp does. The words written on it were perfectly clear. They stated that the Clerk of the Davidson County Court certified in Nashville, Tennessee on the 25th day of August 1861 a Deed of Emancipation for the freedom of one negro man named Jedidiah, having taken the name Longtooth, aged about fifteen years, the owner having been fairly compensated by the local abolitionists society.

	On the back of the sheet, there they were: the lyrics. The first set, initialed J.L., was comprised of five spirituals, none of which I’d ever encountered. The briefest skim brought tears to my eyes. Jedidiah’s spirituals drew from his experiences in bondage and his plans to escape any way he could.

	The second set was comprised of blues lyrics signed by Frederick Douglass Longtooth, 1935. He had transformed Jedidiah’s spirituals into soul-wrenching blues, which, to my ear and knowledge, seemed ahead of their time.

	Above the first of Frederick’s adaptations was the title, “Woke Up This Morning Blues.” Those first four words begin countless blues songs. They’re usually followed by commas and periods, and in between the commas and periods are laments, lists of things lost or never had, and litigious descriptions of deals made with the devil. But sometimes just those words are enough: Woke up this morning. Period. Frederick Douglass Longtooth said this in a way no one had before and no one has since. All this I could tell because that brief skim hit me so hard.

	I looked at the framed records. One of the platinums was titled “Woke Up This Morning Blues.” I knew that song. I’d heard it countless times. It was hard to avoid. It was a pop country cross-over “hit” but that’s all it was. On the modern paper sitting next to the freedom papers, Bobby Bob Ferrell had begun transforming the fifth and final example of Jedidiah and Frederick’s creative life into another piece of Top Ten plastic.

	I said I’d been wrong about two things.

	First, the office wasn’t all metal, glass, and plastic. There was, in fact, one piece of wood. A black, #2 pencil lay next to the papers. It wasn’t yellow and the barrel wasn’t hexagonal like most. It was black and cylindrical, like the barrel of a gun. I guess Ferrell was supremely confident a pencil wouldn’t dare roll away from him.

	Secondly, I was wrong about him not being in the office that night. If I’d realized the obvious when I saw the papers on the desk, there’d be one less dead man on my conscience.

	In that moment, a wedge of light bathed the room. Bobby Bob Ferrell emerged from a bathroom.

	“Who the hell are you?”

	“Uh. I’m cleaning. I’m the custodian.”

	“No. You aren’t. I know who cleans my office. It isn’t you.”

	“Well, they’re sick tonight, so…”

	Lame. I had no Plan B. “Overconfident is unprepared” Uncle Jonathon would tell me when I climbed too high up a tree and couldn’t get back down.

	“This is Monday. He cleans my office on Fridays.”

	He. Wow. I wasn’t just up too high, I was clinging to the top in a strong gale.

	He walked to the desk and looked at the papers. Then he looked at me.

	“Ha.” He laughed the word. “I got a call from Portland. You’re the one who’s been poking around. It was you, not Longtooth. You got Longtooth and his kid killed. You got that archive guy killed.”

	“What…” My God. Another death my fault.

	“You had Jed killed, and JJ. You had them all killed.”

	I spoke through gritted teeth, but his expression said he saw the guilt of failure on my face.

	“Ha!” He barked again.

	“What you stole from that family—”

	“I stole nothing. They didn’t even know the papers existed. I plucked them from obscurity and made those words worth something. I made them hits. Don’t you know who I am? I’m the new soul of this town. If anything, I gave that family something.”

	He spat every “I” like a bullet.

	Bobby Bob Ferrell. He was the soul of Nashville, Tennessee. Not Hank Sr. Not Patsy, Johnny, or Dolly. By his estimation, certainly not Charley Pride or Robert Johnson. Sure the hell not Linda Martell.

	He grabbed me by the throat and drove me the ten feet to the windows. My head smashed the records that hung there, sending glass and gold and platinum-tinted vinyl in every direction. Still throttling me—he was a big man—he dragged me back to the desk, knocking my penlight to the floor beneath it, and threw me to the carpet. I could smell cigars and bourbon in the fibers. His fingers pressed into my throat, into bundles of veins and nerves. Plastic and glass crackled under my back and his knees.

	Over his shoulder I caught site of the pencil. It had rolled when he had knocked me against the desk. The eraser end was suspended over the edge. The tip with a freshly-sharpened spike of graphite was visible in dark silhouette through the clear acrylic of the desktop, lit from below by my penlight.

	My vision went dark and my ears went deaf. My left hand was pinned beneath me, but the desk was to my right and that arm was free. I aimed my hand for the spot where I thought the pencil must be.

	I clutched it, only half feeling the smooth barrel, and, unable to see, on the verge of unconsciousness, plunged it in his direction.

	He gurgled. Something wet pattered my face.

	My eyes cleared. He was above me on his knees, his body at a 90 degree angle, holding his neck much as he’d been squeezing mine. Three inches of pencil protruded from between the middle and index fingers of his right hand, the pink eraser bobbing in the neon glow from Broadway. The rest of the pencil was buried in the left side of his throat.

	He fell over with a dull crunch-thud. A nasty shard of gold-tinted vinyl buried itself in the other side of his neck.

	 

	 

	Litigation is still underway, but the record company will have to pay up, and the copyright will go to Posie. She already has a handshake deal with a Black record label and a young blues prodigy who just might be the next B.B. King or Buddy Guy. She won’t need to worry about the mortgage or whether she’ll have something to leave her twin daughters.

	I didn’t mention that before, did I? They were born one month after Jed and JJ were murdered.

	Because the copyright dispute is technically not settled, I can’t share the lyrics written on Jedidiah Longtooth’s freedom papers. But I wouldn’t if I could. The grief, exaltation, despair, and hope in the original words Jedidiah wrote down from memory, and which Frederick Douglass Longtooth adapted to embody his and Sefi’s experiences, are not mine to share. The renditions that made Bobby Bob Ferrell rich and dead are vapid and uninspired. How could they be otherwise? He stole Frederick’s lyrics—there’s enough in the four hit singles he released to prove that—but he couldn’t comprehend them, so he changed them by removing their soul.

	Jed had simply asked me to look into the stories he’d been told when he was a kid, and which he’d told me. That was the research problem. Were any of those stories true?

	Jed simply asked me. There’s that word again. Simply comes from the Latin simplus, a medicine made from one ingredient, usually a plant. But plants aren’t simple. They have roots, branches, lineage, history. Just like family trees.

	Jedidiah’s freedom papers authenticate the Longtooth lineage and their connection with the lyrics. They will, yes, provide economic freedom through revenue from the songs, which Posie and her and Jed’s daughters need. But those papers also reclaim what was stolen from that family going back generations. Not just intellectual property, but spiritual property. They reclaim stolen memories, stolen blood and sorrow, stolen triumph.

	My story isn’t important here, but I will say this: I’m a better historian and a better genealogist for all of this. Until now, I didn’t truly understand to my core the way I do now that family trees aren’t just beautiful in their intricacy. They’re also beautiful because they are restorative. Among other things, they restore truth.

	I also understand now that genealogy can be dangerous. Digging can be deadly. It was deadly for Jed and JJ. Deadly for Bobby Bob Ferrell. For Pete the New Guy. I don’t know if I’m a better person or a worse person for all of this. I killed someone. Murdered him. I didn’t do it in cold blood, as they say. My blood was boiling. That’s what made it murder.

	I was arrested for criminal trespass, attempted burglary, and second-degree murder. I’m out on bond. My lawyer, John Smith, is a competent and very nice white man from the Davidson County public defenders office. Tochi Onyebuchi said white people—all generations of white people since Manifest Destiny, genocide, slavery—are an “aftermath.” I’ve met good white people, kind white people, generous white people; but since this business it’s hard for me not to think of every white person I meet as an aftermath, no matter what else they might be. A stone is a stone. Whether it’s poised in a slingshot, part of a building’s foundation, or set into a piece of jewelry, a stone is a stone. My mom taught me that. I don’t know, maybe she was wrong too.

	But Mr. Smith has been a blessing. He tells me that while Tennessee law includes the castle doctrine, the strangle marks on my neck—obviously inflicted at great effort over time—and the fact that I had no weapons with me, are points in my favor. The charges have already been reduced to involuntary manslaughter. The prosecution, he hopes (he doesn’t say he believes, but that he hopes—a difference that doesn’t escape me) will have a hard time proving Bobby Bob Ferrell could have believed he was in “reasonable and real imminent danger” from a 110 pound woman armed with nothing more than a penlight. He hopes the jury sees the same thing. So I guess my future depends on, as they also say, a hope and a prayer.

	During my subsequent research into Peach Haven Plantation, I remembered something. I remembered the name of the man who burned our trees.

	Jimmy James. The same name that came up when I researched the Ferrell family tree.

	Jimmy James Ferrell was Bobby Bob’s father. What goes around comes around, and, it would seem, goes around again. Even Jung might shudder.

	If the pop country star’s daddy burning my family’s tree farm to cinders was a poetic injustice, then maybe some kind of synchronicity is balancing the scales. This whole thing is making big headlines because Bobby Bob Ferrell was a big star. Word has gotten out about Frederick’s collection of blues, which everyone in Nashville, Tennessee says are bound to become American standards. And when everyone in Nashville, Tennessee talks about these soon-to-be classics, they in the same breath talk about Nashville, Oregon.

	They talk about Nashville, Oregon as the birthplace of the Longtooth Blues.

	I’ve saved the cosmic punchline for last:

	Nashville, Oregon is where Jedidiah Longtooth settled after buying his freedom papers from the owner of—wait for it—Peach Haven Plantation.

	 

	Back to TOC

	 

	 


 

	Good For Sales by Eric Beetner

	 

	 

	I wanted to write a song that would break her heart the way she broke mine.

	It shouldn’t have been a surprise. We’d been together for almost two years, both struggling singer/songwriters. She’d help with my melodies, I’d suggest a chord change now and then for one of her tunes. She had the better voice, the more honest lyrics. I knew all that and I rooted for her. She sang backup for me and added harmonies that would bring tears to your eyes and a flood of memories to overwhelm you. I played guitar on her demos even though she could really outplay me any day of the week.

	She hit it big. I didn’t.

	For a little while we played together, me as the opening act. Then when the crowds got larger and the venues went from bars to clubs to auditoriums on the way to arenas, her management thought it better to book some higher profile opening acts. Me with an acoustic guitar wasn’t getting the crowd pumped for her full band anymore.

	Still I was happy for her, even if I saw her a lot less.

	Then came the awards show in Vegas and all the photos online of her arm in arm with a one-hit-wonder guy ten years younger than her. I called to talk to her about it and she told me she’d been meaning to call me.

	That was it. Broke up over the phone, a congratulations party still going in the background of the call. She didn’t even duck away into a room to be alone to tell me we were through.

	All the best songs come from heartbreak. The most honest and the ones everyone can relate to. Can you imagine writing a lyric like “You can’t always get what you want” and knowing that every person on Earth who hears it understands what that feels like?

	So I sat down with my guitar and my pain and I wrote the best song I’d ever written. I recorded it on my little 4-track. I added my own harmonies. When I was finished I couldn’t even listen back to the whole thing. It was too painful.

	I took the tape and drove it over to her new house. The big one with all the glass, the open staircase in the middle, the pool, the guest house, the fully equipped recording studio in the basement. I still knew the gate code so I could drive right in and drop the tape on her welcome mat, even if I didn’t feel welcome there anymore.

	She was out at some dinner being honored for something or another. I left it there, like a heartbreak landmine waiting for her to come home.

	Three days went by and I didn’t hear from her so I went back. Her new Maserati was in the driveway so I knew she was home. I hoped she was alone.

	She answered the door in a silk kimono, her makeup streaky and smudged from wherever she’d been the night before.

	“Did you listen to it?” I asked her.

	She wasn’t heartbroken. She was angry.

	“Yeah, I listened to it, Tyler. And it was shit. That supposed to be about me?” She’d adopted a new fake country accent to go with how they were marketing her sound to radio. “It’s trite and obvious and shallow, like all your shitty songs.”

	“I think it’s honest.”

	“Because it makes me look like a bitch?”

	“Because I wrote it from a place of truth.”

	She scoffed at me and it stung like a hornet. “People don’t want truth, Tyler. They want to sing along. They don’t want to be depressed and think about some poor jerk who didn’t get the girl. This is why you’ve never written a hit.”

	“I think this one is a hit.”

	“You’re wrong. And what would you know about it anyway? You still live in that one bedroom apartment above a hardware store?”

	“You mean our place?”

	“Fuck that.” She twirled and waved her hand around the open expanse of her new modern masterpiece mansion. “This is my place. I never belonged there, and that’s why I worked my ass off to get out. You belong in a place like that, with the roaches and the leaky shower head. And you’ll never get out. So fuck you and your shitty song, Tyler. Leave me alone or I’ll get a goddamn restraining order.”

	She slammed the double wide door in my face, keeping the tape of my song inside.

	“Can I have my tape back?” I shouted through the glass wall. I could see her flip me the middle finger as she pounded up the steps to her bedroom suite. A place I’d only seen pictures of.

	 

	 

	I really did think it was a hit. And I knew there was no way to replicate the hurt and the vulnerability in that original recording I’d done. All the studio tricks in the world can’t recreate the raw nerve hurt I felt. I needed that tape back.

	There was a decent chance she’d change the gate code after our altercation, so I knew I had to work fast. I waited until dark that night, left my car on the street outside the gate and dialed in the five-digit code that swung the gates open.

	I didn’t have high expectations. I knew there were cameras all over the property. I had no idea where the tape was in the house and there was a more than 50% chance she’d thrown it away or burned it. But I had to know.

	I went around back to the pool. I cut myself on my arms and face wedging through some dense hedges surrounding the back yard. When I got to the stone terrace surrounding the pool I was in luck. The back wall of the house was all glass doors that folded away leaving the house open to the pool deck. I could walk right inside. She hadn’t been famous long enough to learn to be worried about stalkers or over-zealous fans. I wasn’t sure which category I fit into.

	Lights were on so I tried to stay in the shadows and the corners, out of sight from the security cameras if I could. Then I heard it. My song. The minor chords, the double-tracked harmonies, my words of pain and heartache all playing at a turned-up-to-eleven volume from the upstairs.

	I followed the sound, knowing I didn’t have to try to be quiet. I crept slowly and the song ran out before I reached the stairs, open marble slabs that seemed to hover in the air. I waited. After a moment just long enough to rewind the tape, the song started over again.

	I moved up the stairs. I found her bedroom, the source of the music. I stuck my back to the wall and looked through the open door. She was sitting on her bed weeping, holding a pillow to her chest and rocking back and forth slightly. I could see her lips moving to the words, but she didn’t sing along. She let my voice cut her to pieces and she was crying over it, exactly the way I had wanted her to.

	She did miss me. She did feel the same pain I felt. The song was a hit, for an audience of one.

	I nearly broke out in tears myself. It suddenly seemed less important to get the tape away from her. Maybe she would add her voice to it and we could release it together, use her fame to make it a smash. What a story—the song that brought old lovers back together and now they’re both superstars.

	The song came to an end and the last chord rang out. I could finally hear her sobs clearly over the music and she was a wreck. She put her hand in a box of tissues by her side, but it was empty. She flung the pillow aside (a stand in for wanting to embrace me?) and stood. She headed for the door, off to get more tissues. I was trapped.

	I backpedaled and ducked around a corner and backed into the doorway to a bathroom.

	Her crying and her bare feet slapping the Italian marble floors came closer and I pushed back into the door behind me trying to look invisible. She could go right down the open staircase to the first floor, or she could turn left into the bathroom where I stood. Too late I realized if she was going for more tissues, a bathroom would be a likely place to turn.

	She spun, the kimono flapping open as she turned. Her face was red and swollen from her histrionic crying, but she looked beautiful.

	When she saw me she screamed.

	I put my hands out, trying to assure her I was no threat.

	“It’s me. Just me. I came for the tape, but I heard you.”

	She reversed away from me, her eyes half closed from swelling. Her face was wet with tears and snot. I couldn’t tell if she knew it was me or not. I stepped forward, following her as she backpedaled.

	“It’s okay. I don’t need the tape anymore.”

	Her foot reached the top step, but she didn’t stop reversing. I watched her tip backward as the floor gave way to the staircase. The kimono waved like the wings of a baby bird still unsure how to fly, and she fell.

	The sounds as she tumbled were a mixture of breaking bones, cracking stair tiles and her tiny grunts with each impact of her body. Even her cries of pain sounded musical. Like the final drum roll of the last encore of her act, her body hit the marble floor at the bottom of the stairs and once again the house fell silent. No applause. No cheering fans. Just me with my arms out as if I might still catch her from tipping backward.

	I felt blood pound in my ears and I waited for it to slow before I moved. My eyes were locked on her, hoping for the tiniest of movements, but I saw none. I slowly took the stairs down toward her. Drops of blood had smeared as she tumbled and the steps were streaked in an uneven line marking her fall.

	I reached bottom and stood over her. I felt a tear roll down my nose and saw it drop and mix with the blood framing her body.

	Lyrics and melody filled my head. My pain mutated into a song. It’s just the way my brain works. I couldn’t help it. So many songs arrive like that, uninvited but forcing their way in. Whether Paul McCartney dreaming up Yesterday fully formed in his sleep or Seven Nation Army being written by The White Stripes during a soundcheck, some of the greatest songs ever have come in a flash.

	To process my own pain, I had to get it down.

	I ran to the basement and into her recording studio. I grabbed a guitar off the wall, a dark Guild dreadnaught acoustic, and started playing. Within five minutes I had the chords down and the basic verse melody. Another five and I hit on a chorus that nearly brought me to tears. It would have, too, if I hadn’t been so frantic not to let anything stop me getting this song out. Maybe there was some denial about what I had witnessed. My mind couldn’t replay the vision of her falling away from me if I kept repeating the melody and rehearsing the chords.

	Still humming, I jumped up and pressed record on the system, positioned myself in front of a single microphone, and poured my heart out into a digital file. One take. All it took.

	I leaned the guitar against the chair and went to the beginning of the track. I turned the volume up high and pressed play. The sound of my own heart breaking filled the room. Words I didn’t even remember saying were sung back to me in a voice I recognized but was filled with a hurt that could never be replicated. It was raw, unfiltered, like watching an open heart surgery.

	I played it through again looking for any flaws but when my voice cracked it made it even better. When I dragged my hands across the strings it made a baleful noise that fit the pain in the lyrics. Every imperfection fit perfectly.

	The last note rang out and very faintly you could hear me crying even as I leaned away from the mic.

	“That’s a hit.”

	At first I thought it was my own voice. I didn’t remember saying it at the end of the take, but I sure as hell felt it was true.

	But the voice wasn’t mine.

	I spun in the studio chair and faced Mac Winstead—manager to the biggest names in music, including her.

	“But first, you wanna tell me what happened here?”

	Mac and I had met a few times during her rise to fame. He’d listened to my demo, but hadn’t signed me up.

	“She fell.”

	He studied me close, looking for the lie. “Fell,” he confirmed.

	I nodded. I knew what he thought, but I knew I was telling the truth.

	“What are you doing here?” he asked.

	“I came to get a tape.”

	He nodded toward the monitor on the studio desk. “That one?”

	“No. A real tape. It’s upstairs. She was listening to it.”

	He took that in, still studying me. I wondered if he had called the police yet. How hard it would be to convince them I hadn’t killed her.

	“Is it as good as this one?” Again he nodded to the song he’d just heard on the monitor. The simple two tracks filling the screen so often dominated by dozens of color-coded tracks of overdubs and fourth-fifth-sixth takes.

	“Almost.” I was honest to the end.

	“Let’s go listen,” he said.

	 

	 

	We had to step around her body and I was crying again by the time we got upstairs. He listened to the tape of the first song I’d sent her.

	“You’re right. Almost as good, but not quite.”

	“Are the police on their way?” I asked.

	“No.”

	He drummed his fingers on his knee, thinking.

	“Here’s what we’ll do…” He stood. He stared into the middle distance as he paced the room, occasionally looking down at the shag carpet around her bed. “She goes missing. No one knows where she is. The whole world waits. Then we drop your song. A plea for her return. You give voice to all the anxiety and the pain for people the world over. Then she’s found—dead. That’s when we drop the second song. A lament for what could have been. The way we all feel about her breaking our hearts by leaving us too soon. A one-two punch that’ll be great for sales.”

	He looked up at me to see my reaction.

	“Of course her catalog will go through the roof, too,” he added.

	The selfish, money-grubbing prick. And god damn him, he was right.

	 

	 

	With surprising ease we moved her body into the back of his Range Rover, cleaned up the floor and soaked the tiles in bleach. We copied the file and Mac sent it to himself and then we digitized my tape and he sent that too.

	Our contract was a handshake. I had to go with his plan because he could easily put me behind bars. Who would ever believe her former lover just happened to be here when she accidentally tripped and fell after listening to a song about how much she hurt me?

	In the hour it had been since she died, even I started to doubt the story.

	Plus, he was going to make me rich and famous. People would know my songs and they would feel genuine emotions when they sang along. Heartbroken saps would hold boom boxes over their heads and blast my song to their exes trying to win them back, or just let them know how much hurt they’d caused.

	Three weeks later the media frenzy was at a high pitch. Everyone had their theories about where she’d gone. The new, younger, boyfriend had been questioned. He’d been eviscerated on social media for it all being his fault somehow. His career cratered overnight.

	I signed contracts, made plans. Then Mac set my songs loose. The response was instant. Six million Spotify plays in forty-eight hours.

	I got invitations to play all the late night talk shows. I got invited to the main stage at Bonnaroo. I had to find a band, rehearse the rest of the songs for a full set list, although people probably would have been fine if the only songs I played were the two I wrote about her. The before and after songs.

	Mac set it up so I played both songs solo at a vigil that was being held in Central Park for her. Over ten thousand people were there and it seemed like at least that many cell phone videos of the performance flooded every platform within a half hour of me leaving the stage. It hadn’t gotten any easier to sing those songs, but every new download, each stream, each invite with a higher payday behind it did blunt the pain somewhat.

	I hadn’t had time to move out of my old apartment. Mac hadn’t cut me my first big check yet anyway. He’d given me an advance of a few thousand bucks, but it took time for the money to come through for all this stuff and he had to take his twenty percent off the top.

	When the knock on the door came, I figured it was Mac maybe with one of those oversized novelty checks like a sweepstakes or something.

	It was the police.

	They’d found her body. She was in a shallow grave wrapped in one of my flannel shirts. She had pages from one of my notebooks of lyrics in her hands. They’d found my fingerprints on a guitar in her home.

	 

	 

	Mac came to see me in jail. I’d pled my case, but I knew it was pointless. All I was doing now was awaiting sentencing.

	“Sorry, kid,” he said.

	“You think I did it. That first night. You still think I killed her in the first place.”

	“Didn’t you?”

	I was done arguing it. Maybe I had. If I hadn’t been there, she wouldn’t have fallen. If I hadn’t sent her that tape. If I hadn’t tried to hurt her like she hurt me. Yeah, maybe it was my fault.

	I looked at him with a mixture of admiration and disgust. “You had to get your songs though, huh?”

	“You signed the agreement. A hundred percent of publishing over to me in the event of a breach of the morality clause. Murder counts as a breech, by the way.”

	I was beaten. I had nothing left in me.

	“Missing girl?” he said. “Good for sales. Heartbroken ex? Good for sales. Dead girl? Great for sales. Jilted lover as killer? Amazing for sales, it turns out.”

	“I guess I’m a one hit wonder, then.”

	“Hey, most people never ever get one.”

	“What about her?” I asked.

	Mac shrugged. “She had maybe one or two left in her. Then the flavor of the month changes and the fans move on. That would have killed her, so maybe you did her a favor. She would have slid into a bottle, ended up playing state fairs, gotten fat, married some backup dancer and then divorced six weeks later. Nah, she would have hated that. This way, she’s immortal.”

	“So I killed her so she could live forever.”

	Mac smiled at me. “Hey, good lyric. I might give that to one of my new acts.”

	He stood, didn’t shake my hand, and walked out.

	In my head, I took that lyric and wrote it into a melody ten times better than whatever he would do with it. I’d be the only one to ever hear it, though. A guy writing songs from behind bars? Not very good for sales.

	 

	Back to TOC

	 

	 


 

	Deal With the Devil by Valerie (V.M.) Burns

	 

	 

	The limo pulled up to the curb. From the back seat, I looked through its tinted glass at the fans and reporters lining the street.

	“Damn! David promised this wouldn’t be a media circus. He swore he’d keep the lid on this until after your recording was over.” J.T. ‘Moses’ Carlton, my manager, reached over and squeezed my hand.

	“Are you surprised he lied?” I asked.

	“Nah. David Thomas would rat out his grandmother if he thought it would be good press for him or his recording empire,” Moses said.

	“You okay, Miss PatZi?” Seth lowered the glass that separated the back of the limo from the front.

	“I’m fine,” I lied. My throat was dry and my voice sounded like gravel to my own ears. My hands shook and my stomach felt like I’d swallowed a brick.

	“Just say the word and I’ll turn this car around and have you home so fast it’ll make your head spin,” Seth said.

	“Thanks, but we’d just have to turn around and come back again later. If not today, then tomorrow or next week. Let’s just get this over with.” I forced my lips to curl upward into something resembling a smile.

	Moses hopped out of the car. He raced around and yanked my door open. He positioned his body in the gap between the pavement and the crowds and presented a human wall that blocked anyone from getting too close. He extended a hand and helped me out.

	“That’s her. That’s PatZi Lynne,” a woman with a large pink cowboy hat screamed with excitement.

	A roar erupted from the crowd and lights flashed as the media snapped pictures at the speed of a flying locomotive.

	I slid my sunglasses on, took Moses’s hand, and climbed out of the limo.

	The crowd jostled to get closer, but this wasn’t Moses’s first rodeo. He was a big man with broad shoulders. In college, those shoulders parted defensive linemen like Moses parting the Red Sea, which led to his nickname. If it hadn’t been for a knee injury, he would have been the Tennessee Titan’s first-round draft pick the year he graduated from college. Instead, those shoulders parted reporters and shielded me from any unwanted attention for the short walk inside the studio doors.

	Inside, the crowd frenzy was barely audible.

	A thin woman I recognized as a former beauty pageant contestant, and whom I knew was David’s assistant waited. She flashed a big smile and extended her hand. “Miss PatZi, I’m so sorry about that. I have no idea how the media found out you’d be here, today.”

	“You must have a leak in your organization somewhere.” I removed my glasses and gave her a look that said I knew exactly how the media found out.

	“Yes, well. We’ll have to look into that.” She blushed. She was too young to have learned to lie well, but David Thomas would change that. “I’m LisaJo.”

	I shook her hand. No need to introduce myself. She knew who I was. Everyone knew who I was.

	LisaJo escorted us to the elevator.

	She pushed the button that would take us to the recording studio on the top floor of the building.

	I took several deep breaths to steady my nerves. It had been two years since I’d been in a recording studio and my heart raced as memories flooded my mind.

	Before the doors opened, LisaJo pulled out her cell phone and quickly sent a text. As the elevator came to the top floor, she stepped closer to the wall.

	“Flee Flicker.” I glanced at Moses.

	I slid my sunglasses back on and turned and faced the back of the elevator. Moses stepped in front of me. The elevator doors opened and there was a flash as a photographer snapped several pictures.

	Moses grabbed the camera, shoved the photographer to the side, and escorted me out of the elevator and toward the recording studio.

	The photographer yelled about freedom of the press and threats of a lawsuit for taking his camera.

	Moses opened the door to the studio and made sure there were no other members of the press present. When he was satisfied, he dragged the screaming photographer back into the elevator with LisaJo. Then, he removed the camera’s SD Card.
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