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CHAPTER ONE
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Hills stretch into mountains out west. South, too. Prairie to the east gives way to prairie and cloudless sky. Same to the north.

Through this land runs a highway, four paved lanes from rising to setting sun. On this road travels a pickup truck heading east. A lone metal traveler— beat-up, steel, and blue.

Dry air blows against the ‘67 Chevy and through a rolled-down window on the pickup’s passenger side.

Out this window, he stares. Hears nothingness gust across scorched land. Sun upon his pale, freckled face. He feels warm wind move in fits through each lock of his auburn, curly hair. And he searches deep into a southern horizon for a distant, unknowable place where land and sky must surely meet. The boy, barely ten years on this earth.

His gray eyes follow fences of barbed wire at sixty miles per hour, handmade wood signposts with words like “ranch” and “angus” and “land for sale.” He turns to his mom as she drives. Her hands at ten and two on the wheel. She never returns his stare, and he wonders why. But, her eyes remain fixed on the road and the task ahead of them.

The boy scratches his nose. His denim overalls cotton and tailored. His hand moves from the window frame to his hip pocket retrieving perforated paper no bigger than a ten-dollar bill. “Milk” in pencil above the first red line, each letter the same size, “Bread” on the next. He looks at a dusty windshield. He takes a handkerchief from a pocket on his overalls, wipes sweat from his forehead, leans back in the pickup’s bench cloth seat. The town, he realizes, is just ahead of them beyond vast flatness, home nestled where prairie rolls into wooded green hills.
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Engine stops, and the boy clicks off his seatbelt, drops his grocery list on his lap. He grabs a crank on the passenger door, rolls up his window, his mother doing the same to her driver side.

On a sidewalk, they walk east down a paved hill.

Her favorite summer dress. Breezy and cotton. Lemon and vibrant. Worn. Sleeveless. Round about her neck, front and back. At her thin waist, a canary yellow matching tie belt. Around her wrist, a beige bracelet of beads marking a precise place where her long dark brown hair, straight as a line, finally ends from flowing along her face. Beside them, his mother’s reflection, beautiful in large glass windowpanes that allow him to see through shops and offices.

On each tan or maroon brick building, words like “real estate,” “lumber,” and “law.”

Sidewalk ends at the bottom of the paved hill. On the street’s south side, a blacktop parking lot, mostly empty, in front of a grocery store. The boy walks across asphalt to the smell of hot tar. He stares at a tall signpost, Sooner Foods and Since 1954 in white cursive on crimson.

“Hey, mom.”

“Hey, Ben,” she says, playful, direct.

He looks from the signpost to his mother, who is walking slightly ahead of him. “May I walk over to The Music Store?”

She stops, turns to him. “Whatever happened to earlier this morning’s ‘Sure, mom, happy to drive into town, help with groceries?’”

Ben’s hands drop into his pockets. He’s thoughtful enough to recognize annoyance in his mother’s tone, but he can’t tell if she’s faking anger to teach a promise-keeping lesson, or if she’s genuinely upset.

He decides to plead his case. “If ya let me walk to The Music Store, I’d rent us movies. For when Nathan and Marc stay tonight.” Each word falls from his mouth as if he’s many years older, a charming Southern lawyer.

“To be fair, you never let me do any actual helping. I just end up reading car magazines or comics for an hour at the checkout while you do all our shopping.”

In a brief silence before his mother can respond, Ben recalls what seems an eternity of memories. His reading, standing propped against wooden shelves,

sitting cross-legged on tile floors, musty old books, American muscle cars on colorful covers. She with her encyclopedic knowledge of nutrition, her selectiveness and careful examination of oranges and watermelons, ingredients and expiration dates.

“I don’t know, Ben.” She sighs. “Mr. Hanson won’t want to look after you while he’s running a business.” She squints, her hand at her sweaty forehead, blocking afternoon sun from her eyes. “On the condition you promise to unload all bags as soon as we get home? I’d like to start dinner before your dad’s off work.”

He smiles his father’s sincere salesman smile. “I’ll even throw in a round of doing dishes after dinner.”


“You play a good game, boy.” “That’s a yes, isn’t it?”



She folds her arms over her yellow dress. “Nowhere else, Benjamin Bullock.” She’s stern in this demand.


“Nowhere else. Scout’s honor.”



“Nowhere else.” She unfolds her arms, closing the space between them, placing her left hand on his shoulder.

He notices the beige beads hanging around her wrist. “Stay on sidewalks,” she says, “Directly to The Music Store. Tell Mr. Hanson I’ll pick you up as soon as I’m done.”

“Affirmative,” he says, his entire body stiffening, his right hand to his fore- head with a solemn soldier’s salute.

At an intersection in front of the store, the boy stands, stares at heat rising from pavement. A gravelly, older man’s voice behind him to his mother, “Afternoon, Stella.”


“Afternoon, Sheriff.”

“How’s this ninety-seven-degree weather treating ya?” Ben hears the sheriff ask. “Ah, you know. About three degrees from Hell.” Stella’s voice is pleasant,



but biting.

Ben smirks. He crosses the street at the intersection, walks east on a sidewalk, the sheriff and his mother’s voices fading into the humming wind. Sweat on his
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forehead, his town’s public school beside him. He looks across the street to the grocery store, can barely see his mother, a distant blurred haze of yellow cloth and dark brown hair, her hand again at her forehead to shield her eyes from the summer sun as she talks with the sheriff.

Concrete sidewalk becomes rust red brick. Each brick the same size as his tattered black Converses. A darker row with 1910 etched into the center brick. On surrounding bricks, names of students who graduated that year. A few steps more, 1911, another row 1912, and more names and more years. His father’s name, John, beside his mom’s, 1968.

Ben imagines climbing oak trees in his parents’ backyard. An evening sun setting, a cool breeze. Plucking single strings on Teddy Bunn’s acoustic guitar. Sidney Bechet’s soprano saxophone, “Summertime” playing from a turntable in an A-frame tool shed Ben’s father is busy building. Ben’s dad comfortable in a lawn chair, explaining to Nathan and Marc how Hank, Sr. is the best country musician, why the sax is the world’s most soulful instrument, and how without Hank Sr., there’s no JJ Cale in Tulsa.

Ben’s no longer on the brick path. He’s at the top of a steep paved hill, stares at a church’s stained-glass windows. He walks up stone steps to an arched wooden door, studies two gold lanterns on either side of the church entrance. He grabs the door’s handle, locked.

He walks east on the town’s Main Street, Muskogee. On a sidewalk, he strolls past vacant brick buildings and shuttered storefronts. He sees in glass window- panes his reflection and deserted boxes, plastic paint buckets and damaged drywall.

A white brick building advertises haircuts for five dollars, one of the few businesses left on this lonely, paved two-lane street. Another is a store selling saddles and harnesses.

On the north side of the street, next-door to a two-story brick bakery, a shut- tered movie theater, a pink building made of brick and stone, a sign spelling Carousel in capitalized circus letters.

Ben walks up to the movie theater’s abandoned ticket booth, his black shoes crunching broken glass, and he tastes red dirt in the air. All that remains of the theater are chunks of discolored concrete, brick, and stone abandoned after the previous owners ripped the last movie poster from the building.
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Beside the pink movie theater, a chestnut red brick building once upon a time home to an auto repair store. Groovy, hand-painted letters spell The Music Store on an aluminum glass garage door next to a neon Open sign. Another sign, We Sell Guitars, a different sign, Hi-Fi, Antiques. Next to it, a single hand strumming a guitar on a black-and-white poster of Eric Clapton’s Slowhand.

Ben’s walking past a poster on the glass garage door of Miles Davis’ Kind of Blue album cover, and he mimics into the air Davis blowing his trumpet. Beside the garage, on a glass door entrance, a Jaws film poster, nearly as wide as the boy is tall, an image of a great white shark moving through deep blue sea toward a woman swimming at water’s surface.

Metal wind chimes clank, and the glass door pushes open from inside, an attractive young woman with tawny brown skin in front of him. Blaring onto the street, Van Halen’s “Running with the Devil” with its relentless opening bass guitar and drums.

She looks at him, smiles, a shopping bag in her hands. With her back, she holds open the glass door, and a tall man rushes in, nearly knocks Ben to the sidewalk.

Her smile’s gone, and she looks into the store for the tall man. But, he’s gone. Her brown eyes meet Ben’s. She tucks a dangling strand of her wavy black hair behind her ear, leans down, kisses the boy on his pale, freckled forehead.

“Thank you,” he says with his earnest southern twang, looks up, returns her smile.


“Be good,” she tells him, holds the door as he enters the store.



At the doorway, Ben watches through the closing glass door as the girl hops into the driver side of her red Jeep, talks with an older teenage boy sitting beside her, shows him the album she’s bought. Then, her red Jeep drives west on Muskogee. A turntable spinning Van Halen catches his attention. “Running with the Devil” playing its second verse.

Paul Hanson at the back of the store behind a wood paneled checkout counter, thumbing through receipt paper while also rubbing a red apple on his baseball shirt’s navy-blue sleeve, his messy black hair across his forehead.

“Gimme a sec,” Paul says, bites into his apple. He walks from behind the counter. Above him, exposed metal piping runs alongside steel beams strung

with white Christmas lights. Paul walks between two rows of wooden shelves stretching parallel to the front of the store, each wood structure five feet tall, shelves stocked with new and used vinyl records.

The turntable sits on a shelf attached to a strip of red brick wall between Ben and the glass garage door.

“Thought that was you out there,” Paul says. “Hey, man, how’s it going?’”

“Oh, you know.” Paul sighs. He adjusts a volume knob on a stereo receiver. “Watching over the store for Pops, waiting for Annie to return with lunch.” Music in the store lowers, and Paul glances out the glass garage door, white sunlight through windows across Paul’s plump, bearded face. He bites into his apple. “Whatcha got going?”

“Nothing much. Looking to rent movies.”

“Ah, lucky day, little dude.” Paul nods his apple in approval toward Ben, then points to a red brick wall lining the store’s west side. He walks a few steps to a doorless entrance leading into an adjoining room. “New videos arrived yesterday. Pops had me put ‘em on the shelves this morning.” Paul stops at the doorway, glares at Ben. “Knowing you, though, you likely already have a movie in mind?” But, Ben is no longer looking at Paul.

“Whoa!” Ben laughs, points behind Paul. “Where’d that come from?” Eddie Van Halen’s first guitar solo intensifying, Ben runs past Paul. “Oh, you mean Justus D. Barnes?” Paul calls out over the music.

Ben’s mouth is open, his eyes wide. He stares at a life-size cardboard poster on the red brick wall, an image from the chest up, on what looks like grainy black-and-white and sepia film stock, of a mustached man with a tuft of hair sticking out from his cowboy hat, the man’s brows furrowed, eyes squinting, leering at Ben, a bandana around his neck, his revolver pointed at Ben as if firing into the store.

“Dude!”

“I know.”

Ben shakes his head. “Leader of the Outlaw Band, Justus D. Barnes.” “The Great Train Robbery.”
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“1903.” Ben’s astonished. “Where’d you find this thing?” “Shoulda known you’d lose your fucking mind when you saw it.”



“Swear words,” Ben says, his accent growing thicker, “will not distract from my question.”

“The city.” Paul stands at Ben’s side, the two staring at the cardboard cowboy cutout as if at an altar in worship. “One of the old movie theaters downtown had it and, on account of them closing ...” Paul bites again into his apple, then tilts the half-eaten fruit to the front of the store. “Also where I got that sweet Jaws poster I put up on the door this morning. What kind of player you need, by the way? Betamax or VHS?”


Ben grins at Paul, “Beta.”



“Ah, a Beta Man.” Paul, impressed, has a closed-mouth smile on his face. “Nice choice, little dude. That’s officially three weekends in a row renting a Beta player. Pretty badass, huh?”


“You have any in?”

“Sure do.” Paul takes a final bite from his apple, now at its core.



He walks behind the checkout counter, a guitar solo at the start of Van Halen’s “Eruption” playing across the store. “Oh, and I know you’re a horror fan so try not to shit yourself when you see the Night of the Living Dead Beta that came in the mail yesterday.”

Paul tosses the apple core, thuds into a metal trashcan. “Other than that, man, it’s still mostly Twentieth Century-Fox. Only big studio putting anything on home video.” He looks to Ben, the boy kneeling, tying his shoelaces under the Justus D. Barnes cutout.

Paul’s hands in his brown corduroy’s back pockets. He hears David Lee Roth swooning, “Girl ... you really got me now.” Paul calls out to Ben, “I’ll have Annie grab you one of our Beta players when she gets back.” He stares at the countertop, confused, says quietly to no one, “Think Annie’s got my storage keys.”

The metal wind chimes jangle above the door, catching Paul’s attention. “Speak of the devil.” Ben bolts up from the floor, remembers the cute girl with pretty brown skin who kissed his forehead earlier, then the bullish tall man who nearly knocked him to the ground, realizes he has not seen him

in the store.

A young woman in a light blue tank top and long white bell-bottoms stands on the outside sidewalk, holds open the door for Annie.

“Found a pretty person loitering at the diner,” Annie proclaims, mockingly, as if announcing royalty, wearing big, round, dark sunglasses, nods back to Darla.

Ben watches Annie stride down the center of the store carrying two grease-stained paper sacks. Barely visible behind the bags is her white t-shirt, Rolling Stones beside a lone image of a giant red tongue sticking out through large, luscious red lips. A plaid flannel shirt wrapped around her waist and over cut-off black denim shorts. Her thick curly black hair bouncing up and down as she makes her way to the back of the store.

“Ah ... ” Paul walks from behind the counter. “She arrives.” He kisses Annie with a light peck on her soft, rosy cheek. “Thank you, thank you.” His eyes follow Annie’s porcelain white hands as she places the bags on the countertop. “Not a moment too soon. Just telling Ben here I was this close to eating my own arm.”

Annie holds two of her fingers close to Paul’s face. “This close, huh?” she echoes, taking off her sunglasses. “My boyfriend, the Walking Hyperbole. Good to see you, Ben.”

Paul looks to Ben, motions the boy toward the front of the store. “Go get you some movies, man. I think Night of the Living Dead ’s on one of the bottom shelves.”

“Night of the Living Dead, Paul?” Darla scoffs, glares at Paul half-seriously. “You’re going to frighten the poor kid half to death.”

“That little horror fiend?” Paul laughs dismissively, reaches into the greasy bags. “Yeah, right.” He leans against the countertop, eats a french-fry. “Go on, ask our little junior film and music critic his favorite death scene in Black Christmas.”

Annie nods to a rectangular, tan thirteen-inch television on the counter next to Paul. “I see Van Halen officially replaced Gilligan’s Island.”

“Nothing lasts forever, Annie. Not even this album.” Paul tosses a fry into the air, and it falls in his mouth. “It’s all a rerun anyway.”

“And, he says the sweetest things, too.” Annie smiles playfully at Paul, re-wraps her flannel shirt around her waist. She reaches past him, turns on the
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television, mutes the volume as Gillian’s Island appears in black-and-white across the glass screen.

Ben walks toward the front of the store, glances back at Annie and Paul emptying paper bags of their remaining contents. The room smells now of grease, grilled onions, and salty french-fries. In the aisle between the two rows of wooden shelves, Darla stands at a distance from Annie and Paul, twirls her long blonde hair without a care in the world as she flips through vinyl records.

Then, Ben sees him. The tall man stands transfixed a few feet from Darla, mesmerized and still, staring at three guitars hanging on the east brick wall. From the doorless entrance, Ben can see only the tall man’s back over the top of the wooden shelf. He hears Paul call out from the counter to the tall man, “Hey, man. Let me know if you need me to take down one of those guitars for ya.” And, with a shake of his head, the tall man declines.

Ben steps through the doorway into the adjoining room. He glances over his shoulder to see if the tall man has taken his eyes off the three guitars, and the man has not.

White cinderblock walls line the adjoining room north and west. Along these walls, antique clocks, children’s games, lamps, radios, tools, tables, chairs. Warm sunlight shines on these antiques and across Ben from the room’s south side through three large square steel casement windows overlooking his town’s Main Street. Alongside the square windows, a long, white wooden fixture from the doorway to the west wall, shelves stocked with rows of Betamax and VHS movies. He feels the sun burn hotter on his denim overalls’ chest pockets.

“Wanna drive into the city later tonight, see a movie?” Ben hears Paul ask Annie in the other room, his voice just audible enough over Van Halen’s “Ain’t Talking ‘Bout Love.”

“I don’t know if I can go back outside today, Paul. That heat is oppressive.” Annie lifts her thick curls off the back of her neck and into the air. With a handful of napkins, she wipes gathering sweat from the back of her pale, slender neck. “How many more hours til sundown?” Annie says, looks over at a clock near the cash register. “Oh, god.” She sighs. “It’s barely three o’clock.”

“Oppressive.” Paul nods his Styrofoam cup of ice water to Annie as if giving a toast at a wedding. “Good word.” Paul gulps from the half-empty cup
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and wipes his mouth. “Hey, Ben,” Paul says. “Any good movies at the theater this weekend?”

Ben’s walking along the row of wooden shelves, shouts to Paul, “Jaws 2 could’ve been worse!”

Carefully, Ben stares at movies, each with its own rectangular box resting vertically against a white wooden shelf, each shelf with different movies, each movie box with its own distinct artwork capturing Ben’s attention.

“Wait a second ... ” Ben hears Annie respond finally, “The shark’s dead. The sheriff saved his town and blew up said shark at the end of Jaws, like, in a giant explosion. Impossibly but spectacularly and certainly. What in the world could a Jaws 2 possibly even be about?”

“It’s a different shark!” Ben responds.

Paul nearly spits his water, chuckles. He shrugs at Annie, lowers his voice to her, “It’s a different shark, Annie.”

Ben takes from the shelf a video box with an absurd image of a single hand on a white backdrop, the hand walking on two female legs wearing high heels, a U.S. military helmet atop one of two fingers flashing a peace sign. M*A*S*H under the high heels. Holding the movie, Ben calls into the other room, “If you still haven’t seen it, though, The Omen II! The score’s awesome!”

Ben hears Darla’s startled voice. “The horror movie where the little boy is the Antichrist?” she gasps. “You actually saw that?”

“Yup,” Ben responds, his voice carrying over music across both rooms. “Saw it at the movies last weekend with my dad.” He returns M*A*S*H to its space on the shelf. “But he’s not a little boy in this one. He’s twelve now and, when the movie starts, Damien doesn’t know yet he’s supposed to be bad.” Ben picks up Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. “He only knows his parents died when he was a boy,” Ben says. “That they left him to live with his rich aunt, uncle, and cousin, Mark.” Ben places the video box back on the shelf, kneels to the shelf below it. “And, he’s friends with Mark. Then, Damien’s aunt and uncle send Mark and Damien to this military school, and these bad things start happening around Damien, like in the first movie. These mysterious awesome deaths, and he doesn’t know why. And, then, it’s kinda sad, because you think

... maybe Damien doesn’t want to be bad. Or, do bad things. The scene where

he learns he’s the Antichrist, he even runs from the school into the woods and screams, ‘Why me?’ I don’t know. It’s scary.” Silence before an electric guitar announces the start of Van Halen’s “I’m the One” across the store’s speakers, the final song on the album’s first side.

Still kneeling on the concrete floor, Ben takes a movie from the bottom shelf, and he hears Darla ask from the other room, disapprovingly, “And, your parents are okay with you watching these scary movies?”

Ben hears Paul chuckle again and respond to Darla, “Whatever, dude, when was Rosemary’s Baby? Ten years ago? I was nine when I saw that scary shit in theaters. And I totally saw The Exorcist opening night the day after Christmas when I was like, what, 13?” Ben holds a movie close to his face, studies a video box with an American flag draped across the entire front, Patton written beside actor George C. Scott standing and saluting, dressed in full military regalia, as U.S. General George C. Patton.


“That’s awful, that’s just way too young.”



“I’m with Paul on this one, Dar. My mom took me to a drive-in to watch Texas Chainsaw Massacre right after it came out, so I must’ve been 13. And, we also watched The Exorcist together at a drive-in, and that’s when the scene where the little possessed girl is stabbing herself in the crotch with the crucifix, my mother turned to me and said, ‘Annie, dear ... this is a movie that hates women and women’s bodies.’ I told her I liked Chainsaw better, because Sally saves herself from the chainsaw guy at the end.”

Ben places the Patton video box back on the bottom shelf, hears Darla say defensively to Annie and Paul, “I’m just saying, maybe nine or ten isn’t an appropriate age for a person to be watching The Omen IV or Texas Chainsaw Slaughter Ten.”

The Night of the Living Dead video box on the bottom shelf catches Ben’s eye.

“Dude, speaking of,” Paul says. “I just reread Hansel and Gretel in a Freshman English class last semester for an essay we had on fairy tales and myths. And, man, Hansel and Gretel is fucked up. Like ... I had forgotten how fucked up. It’s got cannibalism, famine, a crazy old woman trying to bake and eat children, kids pushing a witch into a stove and burning her alive. I mean, my dad used to read that shit to me at night before I was even in kindergarten.
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And, I totally saw parents pass out Hansel and Gretel to their kids like it’s trick-or-treat candy, man, and kids eat it right up, a story about kids and cannibalism. And, then, what’s Texas Chainsaw Massacre about? Fucking cannibalism and kids lost in the woods. Might as well be the same story.”

Paul’s description of Hansel and Gretel amuses Ben. He grabs Night of the Living Dead, tucks it under one arm. Van Halen’s “I’m the One” nears its conclusion, all the male band members singing in unison, “bop bada.” Ben hears Paul say, “After Chainsaw, nothing’s really scary about adolescent anti- christs or pre-pubescent possessed girls. Chainsaw’s fucked up, cause that shit’s based on real life, on things that can actually happen, on, like, Ed Gein killing, eating, and wearing people in Wisconsin. All Chainsaw did was change Ed’s name, give him a chainsaw, and move him to Texas. That’s the scariest type of horror story to me, ones with real-life monsters, not ghosts or bogeymen.”

Ben takes M*A*S*H from the shelf, tucks it under his arm alongside Night of the Living Dead.

“I don’t know, man ... my dad drove me home after we caught a midnight screening of Chainsaw Massacre. Opening weekend, and he’s quiet most of the drive, but then he turned and said, ‘war wasn’t witches, zombies, or ghosts. Only evil doing what men do.’ Literally, one of maybe barely a handful of things he’s ever said about fighting in Dresden during World War II. And then, no shit, not another word for the rest of the ride.”

Paul walks to the turntable, crackling from the record player on the store’s speakers punctuating silence in the room. He stares out through the garage door windows at his town’s Main Street as he takes the record from the turntable and flips it over.

“You know what. I think you’re right,” the tall man’s words fill the store. “About horror stories. The scariest ones, I mean. About man, humans being the real monsters.” Paul sets the record down on the turntable, moves the needle over the record. “Like, right now, I am holding a knife to this girl’s throat.” The needle drops from Paul’s hand onto the vinyl.

Silence now a screeching guitar riff on the speakers, giving way to Van Halen’s first verse of “Jamie’s Crying.”

The tip of the blade pierces only a first layer of skin on Darla’s neck, just beneath her left ear, the hunting knife wobbling in the tall man’s trembling right hand. A single stream of blood flowing from knife-point down Darla’s
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neck, onto her shoulder, over her clavicle, and toward where her pale skin meets the white lining of her light blue tank top.

Paul stands with his back to the turntable. He can’t move. Can barely breathe. No words pass through his lips. Too scared to close his eyes. He stares in terror at Darla, at the long wooden shelving unit separating Paul from Darla and the tall man, at three guitars on the wall precisely above Darla and the tall man, at the knife pressed against Darla’s throat, the tall man’s arm strong against Darla’s chest, Darla’s back pressed against the tall man.

Then, Paul’s eyes lock, stunned, on the thing covering the tall man’s face. The thing that won’t stop watching Paul. A human skull, skeletal bones crusted crudely in white paint across a dark, black ski mask.


“Don’t cry.” The tall man’s voice is guttural, hollow.



And, Darla swallows her cries, muscles tense in her face, veins distinct in her neck. She squeezes her eyes shut, too afraid to open them. She trembles, choking back tears.

Annie scoots slowly from the countertop, her blue eyes staring across the store. “Darla,” Annie whimpers, her hands moving over her mouth.

“Whatever’s in the register, man.” Paul cannot believe he’s speaking, knows only he has to say something. “Seriously. Whatever you want.”

Beyond the red brick wall lining the store’s west side, Ben hears Paul’s voice. He’s hiding along the wall with the three large steel casement windows, Main Street sunlit bright in front of him, the long wooden shelving of Beta and VHS video boxes at his back. Ben precisely a half-foot shorter than the five-foot-tall white wooden structure separating him from the doorway into the other room. He listens motionless against shelves, his head turned left so he can better hear, and then Paul’s voice, “Just ... please, put down the knife.”

Darla winces at the mention of the knife, terrified to open her eyes, to look down. She feels the length of the cold blade pressing against her skin, knife- point digging slowly into her neck, the wound throbbing now, pain sharp.

Then, Darla feels the knife push down just below her left ear, stabbing through skin and muscles. Her teary red eyes jolt open, and Darla wails loudly over music. She hears Annie scream, “Darla!”

And, then the blade swipes across Darla’s throat, cuts swiftly through skin and veins. She looks down through watery eyes, vision blurred, time standing still, her pulse quickening, and Darla sees her own blood gush down her neck all at once like a waterfall. She gasps, hears herself struggle to breathe, Paul’s voice crying, “Fuck! Fuck!” Darla feels weightless. Time slowing. Her body collapses across the top of wooden shelves, her head smacking hard against wood. Ringing, the room hollow, noise muffled, screams echoing. Paul’s barely audible, distant, “No, please!” Silence. Her vision splotchy and bloody, the store tilted at an angle. Men’s work boots scrambling, thumping loudly in front of her, black boots pushing frantically through packages of vinyl records, the tall man lunging across the wooden shelf, over it. Paul’s more distant, “Annie! Annie, run! Run!” Gurgling, blood in her throat, harder to breathe, the tall man running, knife raised at Paul. Everything slower around her. Paul’s hand in the air to defend himself, turntable behind him, sunlit dust particles, the knife stabbing through Paul’s palm, through the other side of his hand. Burning across her neck. Paul’s muffled yelling, crying. The knife stuck in Paul’s hand before the tall man kicks Paul hard in the chest and off the blade. Silence. Choking, salty tears. And, the tall man stabs the knife into Paul’s chest again and again, Paul’s blood splattering across his white t-shirt onto the windows. Nothing to breathe. Paul slumps against the garage door to the concrete floor. The tall man kneels beside Paul, stabs again into his chest. Darla gasps for another breath, and then she dies.

Ben’s hands hard against his ears, his eyes squeeze closed, noises in the other room too much. He’s paralyzed, too afraid to look around the corner of the wooden shelves, to see through the doorless entrance into the other room, to know where the tall man is now. Ben sees only darkness.

He scoots quietly along shelves away from the doorway toward the far west wall. Then, at the end of the shelves, he opens his eyes, his heart racing in his chest. No movement in the other room, no words, no screaming, only music playing on the speakers. Ben slows his breathing, places his hand over his mouth to keep any noise from escaping. His back to wooden shelves, he peeks around the corner of white wood, stares at the door frame, at the long wooden shelf in the other room.

No Darla or Paul or Annie or the tall man. Music playing on speakers. Records scattered across concrete floor.
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Near the bottom left of the door frame, a pale, white arm reaches in front of the doorless entrance. Annie’s thick black curly hair, her face low to the floor, and then Annie scooting on her stomach across concrete. Annie’s eyes lock with Ben’s when she sees him peeking from behind the shelves. She’s shiv- ering and, quietly, she raises her index finger to her lips.


Hush.



Ben nods, his hand still covering his mouth, and he blinks loose a warm wet tear. Then, Annie’s body yanks back across the doorway, her nails scratching concrete floor, and she’s gone.

Ben looks away from the doorway, his hand still over his mouth. Annie’s halting screeching screams unbearable, following him from the other room as he scoots back where white wooden shelving separates him from the doorless entrance. A crunching sound in the other room, and then no more screams. His hands dart once more over his ears, his eyes bolt closed as he fights crying, his back against wooden shelves, a row of Beta and VHS boxes on the shelf over his shoulder.

His gray eyes open, filling with tears, widening in horror. Three large square windows in front of him. The blue ‘67 Chevy parking in front of The Music Store. Her favorite summer dress. Sleeveless. Lemon yellow and vibrant. His mother on the other side of dusty sunlit windows. Ben’s stunned as she walks past the first large square window, his eyeballs trembling, his face quivering. He follows as she walks, the long, white wooden shelves full of VHS and Beta movie boxes behind him. She never glances at the store’s square windows, only ahead, her dress blowing with the wind as she makes her way to the third window. And, Ben wants desperately to call out to her, to pound loudly on the glass windows, to warn her away from this place. Then, Ben can no longer see his mother, and he stands frozen in fear. The metal wind chimes tinkle above the door in the other room. He hears his mother’s gentle voice say, “Ben?”


A loud, short bang in the other room.



Stella stands still. She remembers walking into The Music Store, saying her son’s name. She knows she’s just finished grocery shopping, that Ben’s here in this store, but her mind grows foggy. Hair on her arms tingling all at once. Her chest numbing. She stares across the store and, finally, sees Darla’s body splayed across a wooden shelving unit. Stella looks down to find the stinging

on her chest. Her gaze finds only her yellow dress, and then a small spot appears and grows suddenly into a dark red circle the size of a baseball. Stella collapses to cold concrete.

Ben stands at the doorless entrance, screams with everything in him. He runs, shoes hard on concrete floor, past the glass garage door, past Paul’s body, past the turntable, past his mother. Ben’s hands push open the glass door as he runs into sunlight, one foot on sidewalk, metal wind chimes clanking, Ben’s right hand reaching high into the air, and he cries out, “Dad!” A rough hand clasps his left arm, jerks him back into the store, and Ben’s not sure the exact moment the blade stabs into his back, only that it has.

Ben does not move. He wouldn’t know how. He stands still, and his eyes watch the glass door closing in front of him. The back of the Jaws poster, nearly as long as the boy is tall, blocks Ben’s view of his town’s mostly deserted Main Street. Loud footsteps moving away from him to the back of the store. Ben’s knees weak, then his legs, and he’s on the floor. His warm freckled face against cold concrete. His upper back numb. He sees his mother on the play- ground in her nurse’s scrubs, singing to him. Plucking single strings on Teddy Bunn’s acoustic guitar, Sidney Bechet’s soprano saxophone from Bechet’s “Summertime” playing on a turntable, the A-frame tool shed Ben’s father is busy building. Oak trees, Nathan and Marc. How without Hank Sr., there’s no Tulsa, no JJ Cale. And then, the music stops, and Ben is gone.

Gilligan’s Island in black-and-white on the thirteen-inch television screen. Muted moving images of Gilligan and The Skipper standing on a raft, water everywhere, a white sail with S.O.S. in big black letters attached to the make- shift boat. A close-up of Gilligan and The Skipper arguing.

On a different black-and-white television screen, Rec blinks on the top right corner above a wide-angle view of inside The Music Store showing the glass garage door. A skull reflects faintly across the screen. The dark mask, white paint smeared messily across bloodstained black cloth. And, the tall man sees this reflection on the glass screen as he stares at the television set behind the wood-paneled checkout counter.

Stop appears in the top right of the nineteen-inch screen, the black-and-white image of The Music Store now blank blue.

A videotape ejects from the front of a videocassette recorder. “Saturday, July 1, 1978” written in thick black marker across a white label on the VHS tape.
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Then, the television clicks off, fades black, leaving only the skeleton face on screen. The knife in his back pocket, his heartbeat slowing, videotape in his right hand, mask and gun in his left.

Chimes clank above the door, and he leaves the store. Bright, intense sunlight sweeps over him. Warm wind dries blood on his cheek as he walks.

On a metal car door handle, his hand trembles. The driver’s side opens. He throws crumpled ten and twenty-dollar bills on the passenger side of a tan bench seat.

The door slams shut. Silence in the car. The back door opens, and a Gibson guitar hurls onto a pile of wrinkled, dirty clothes scattered across the backseat.


Engine turns over after three false starts.



The ’72 Oldsmobile station wagon idles, then backs away from a spot on the pavement where, in a diagonal parking space, it’s been dripping slick, black oil on the town’s Main Street.

Dark red blood spills onto the sidewalk, flows steadily from inside The Music Store, just beneath the great white shark on the Jaws movie poster on the store’s glass front door. Dry, southern wind blows leaves and red dirt across the sidewalk in front of the store. And, the leaves scatter tiny drops of blood across the pavement.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO
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Breathe. Breathe deep. His blue eyes snap open, and he stares up at the inside of a tent, his back on thin plastic groundsheet and against hard-packed earth. Sam Ford is awake and, this morning, his mother is still dead.

Outside the small tent, the young man stands on a patch of grass, morning dew cold on his feet, hem of his light blue Wranglers at his ankles, campfire remnants in front of him. No sun yet, sky not completely dark, chirping birds in the distance.
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Sam tilts a thermos over a toothbrush, spilling water on his feet, onto dirt. Mud between his toes. Warm wind across his bare chest and through his shaggy brown hair. He brushes his teeth barefoot, stares at stars in the twilight sky.

He sits under a tarp outside the tent, pulls a tan cowboy boot on his foot, pulls his other boot over a long scar extending on his left leg from his ankle to his shin.

He puts on a plain white t-shirt, brown chest hair through the V-neck. He gulps water from the thermos til it’s empty.

He walks through the clearing toward a path leading into the woods, his hiking bag slung on his back. He glances behind him to their campsite, at a dark outline of a red Jeep parked beside two tents.

Time passes. He treads water in the middle of gray fog, forest at creek’s edge, his head above the surface of natural spring water.

He’s cross-legged on the creek’s rocky shore, studying his reflection in crystal-clear water. With a steel straight razor, he shaves his cheek above a beard he’s shaped to define his jaw. He rinses his razor, glances at his green hiking bag on a wooden picnic table. Behind him, a waterfall rushes over rocks into the creek.

He walks through forest, dark blue shading the woods. Branches breaking beneath his boots. His shaggy hair damp, his hiking bag on his back. His eyes follow a worn path winding through prickly-pear cactus, pine, and oak trees.

At the edge of a rocky cliff, he unfastens his hiking bag. Behind him, fog-covered valleys and mountains disappear into dark southern sky.

He kneels, reaches into his bag. A hawk squawks, drifts lazily past him toward sunrise. Sam wishes he were flying, too. That this task wasn’t his, that he was anywhere but here. But, he’s on this cliff, wooded green hills and prairie beneath him, his hometown no longer his home.

He pulls a silver urn from his hiking bag, then a photograph.

He looks at himself a year ago, sitting on a porch swing in front of his farm- house with his mother. A place he can’t go. His eyes dart to an eastern horizon. He stands tall, lean, every bit of his six-foot-four body at cliff ’s edge, breeze

on freshly shaven cheeks. All at once, he empties the urn of ashes. Gray dust

swirling across a dark blue sky, the photo drifting over the green forest canopy. And, he feels no better. And, the wind blows harder.
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On the worn path through the woods, his backpack is heavier. He looks up at daybreak through leaves and trees, then to his boots and forest floor. He arrives at a clearing, sees the only other woman he’s ever loved.

Wrapped in a knitted blanket, Sarah’s sitting on a tree stump, a coffee mug in her hands. In front of her, campfire remnants. Her black wavy hair in a ponytail, red sunlight across her tawny brown skin. She looks up, sees her tall best friend.

Sam sits beside the stump, taking off his hiking bag. He scoots his bag behind him, rests against it, stretches his legs. He never looks at her, doesn’t know what to say. He stares at his boots, into the woods.


She pours coffee from a steel saucepan into a ceramic mug, passes it to him.



Sam nods thanks, and Sarah clasps her blanket around her. Sam sips his coffee, and the two best friends sit for hours, saying nothing, watching the sun rise over the land.
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