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			For Choyce, 
as I, your father, bare my soul.

		

	
		
			Author’s Arbitrary Quote

			Always ask someone why they’re writing, reading, watching, or listening to certain things because their answer may oppose your assumptions. 

			“On this day, it’s so real to me. Everything has come alive. Another chance to chase a dream, another chance to feel alive.” 

			—Myles Turner 
& Mark Tremonti

			One night in the dark, a vision of someone I know. Out of that darkness, I heard a voice say, “I’m you.”

			—Jim Johnston

			“Stars aligned, new strands of light form in the sky. Now, in this moment, watch the moon eclipse the sun as the blood begins to run.”

			—Greg Wattenberg, Thomas Saltman, 
Mike Lauri, & John Alicastro

		

	
		
			Story 1 
The Bass Boys

			Part 1: Offer

			Man was walking home from a stroll around Venoa Lakes. 

			“Turn it up!” he shouted, as the boys drove up. 

			“Just for you, old man!” one blurted back.

			“What’s that boom sound?!” 

			As the driver sped off with the tread skidding against the road, they yelled, “Bass!” and papers flew from the car window. With one folded in his pocket, Man placed them in his recycling bin and walked inside singing. 

			“Dad, are you alright?” asked Pickney on the stairs with Tucker in her arms. 

			“Find my glasses, will you?” he asked, stumbling over an old turntable on the living room floor. Pickney scurried over wiping the lenses after he landed on the sofa. 

			“Dinner’s ready,” she said. 

			“Good, I’m starved,” said Man, reading. “This seems to be an invitation.”

			“Well, what does it say?”

			“Apparently, there’s a party to happen.”

			She shook her hips saying, “You know I love a good party, dad, where I can dance and stuff! Will you let me see?”

			“Now, hold on, I’m thinking.”

			“You’re not thinking of going, are you?”

			“So, you don’t think your old man’s hip enough, huh? Don’t let the orthopedic shoes fool you. I’m a Black man with more bounce than a hip hop beat,” he said, and handed her the flier. “Hang that up on the fridge for me, dear, will you?” Pickney stood there reading it before laughing to herself. “What in the name of Pickney is so amusing?” 

			“Dad, this is a teenager’s party,” she said. “School’s out!” 

			He slid out his shoes and said, “I know, but I’ve got a plan,” following her into the kitchen while doing karate movements with his hands. Pickney ignored her father by reminding him of his recent retirement payout. While serving him a large portion of poultry with sweet potatoes and a steaming pile of greens, she told him she met with the bank’s Tall Tom at his house in the neighborhood. The teller, who stole money for a Montessori and strode out Venoa Beach Jail for brunch with Judge Brad, advised her. He told her about stocks, bonds, and other ways to invest without the stress of starting a small business like her father did. With her newest expertise, Pickney assumed she could multiply Man’s excess retirement money by the time Tucker began talking. 

			“Are you listening to me?”

			“Mmhm,” he replied, washing dishes while watching Lady of Red out the window. She watered her plants wearing a wisteria-colored dress with her red hair down with a matching head piece. Her skin was white like the pearls around her neck as she aged like yarrow. 

			Pickney saw him staring and said, “You’re drooling, old man,” relieving him of dish duty. Man removed the flier pocketing the magnet and eased his way out the front door. She watched him through the window as he tucked his shirt and wiped his bare face with his moist hands, dabbing his cheeks with a handkerchief. He stood at the house where Lady of Red was with a hose at her toes clearing his throat.

			“Well, aren’t you going to say something?” asked Lady of Red, turning the faucet. 

			“Pardon my attire,” he said, and removed his baseball cap. “I would’ve put on my best suit had I remembered how lovely you are.” 

			“How could you forget?”

			He gulped and said, “I’m getting older, I guess.” 

			“Now that I’ve refreshed your memory,” she checked the nozzle, “would you mind telling me why you’re standing on my grass before I water my roses?”

			“To offer you your youth back in return for my own,” said Man, and handed her the flier. 

			She read and laughed, “A teenage girl’s house party in Venoa Preserve? What makes you think I won’t leave you for a younger man wandering a cul-de-sac without an invitation?”

			“Well, I’m known for treating women like a precious gem,” he assured her, “like the kind I’m sure to have seen you wear.” 

			“Well,” she stopped watering the bush, “with that being said, aren’t you going to formally ask me to be your date to this party?” 

			“There is no better privilege other than Pickney and her sweet potatoes that would give me great pleasure than to do so,” said Man, before bending his knee. Lady of Red reached in her pocket for lipstick and applied it while batting her eyes. 

			With pouting red lips, she smelled the roses, smiled, and held out her hand to say, “I’m ready.” 

			“Will you do me the honor?” 

			“Yes,” she scratched her head, “but I’m curious about why we have to go to this party to feel young again?” 

			“Because,” said Man, standing tall like Tall Tom, “the boys will be there.” 

			Part 2: Boys

			The school bell rang as Blake slept with an open water bottle filled with beer he stole from his stepfather’s man cave on his desk. The other boys walked in to remind him school was out by easing their way into shouting in his ear. They were an imposing, powerful, thin-pocketed pack with promise, who spent more dollars on digital files than females did to get dolled up. Blake led them through another year as sophomores still doing homework before class began. He was a tall white boy with boulders for shoulders and legs like tree branches in Venoa Beach, who stood with a proud stance always with his hands in his pockets. Fish was fair-skinned with curls that made shy girls follow him down the hall hoping he would turn around. He wore his backpack on his chest and chewed gum like an entree served at Al’s Eatery near Lily’s Greenhouse off State Road 1. Haywood and Big Ant were the boldest of the bunch. They were two Black boys with a bearing to brag about the babes who bought them school lunch for packing a punch for punks who insulted them. Haywood was nicknamed “Hero” by Venoa Beach High girls and roamed the halls with Big Ant behind him at six feet six, yo-yoing to the bass that boomed in his head. As the four friends stood by Fish’s car in the school parking lot, girls on their way home shouted their names before reminding them of the party. 

			Fish shouted back, “Bring a friend!” 

			“Bring a friend?” asked Haywood. 

			“Cute girls know other cute girls. It’s science,” he said. 

			“What if she brings a guy friend?” 

			“Umm…”

			“Don’t pay him any attention, man,” said Big Ant, yo-yoing against the hood. “His nose is up ever since he lost his virginity to Messy Molly!”

			“Tell them, Fish, you learned a thing or two about women since freshman year,” said Blake. 

			“Women? These are girls,” he said, tossing his backpack in the trunk with the others. 

			“Hey, watch those sub-woofers.”

			“But what’s really the difference between a girl and a woman?” asked Haywood.

			“Man, haven’t you seen Lady of Red? Now, that’s a woman,” said Big Ant.

			Fish asked, “Didn’t she pretend to be Ms. Lily?” as more students scattered outside the building. Fish turned up the music always with the bass above treble and an open trunk. While some girls danced where they stood, waving at the four boys, Bobby and The Bang Busters from Venoa Farms drove past. 

			“Bang!” Bobby shouted out the window of his custom pickup. He was seated high with a suspension lift kit holding them up on oversized tires. The other two boys stood in the cargo bed shouting out their best pickup lines to The Makeup Misses. While slapping fives as the three females found space onboard Bobby’s pickup, the driver ignored Fish, who showed he was impressed by yelling out his name throughout their slow exit off school grounds. They were a cocky crew of seniors whose leader was too cool to care about underclassmen who assumed they could compete. Bobby’s father, The Barrel, owned Venoa Beach Gun & Pawn near the rail on the state road and often went hunting with Mayor Mark, who bought school lunch as often as they traded guns. Bobby and The Bang Busters borrowed rifles out the showcase in the shop to shoot bears in the open on the barren road. As Bobby drove away, Blake told his own crew of friends that they were better with more bass than them, even with no name. 

			“Besides, Bobby’s a brat,” he said. 

			“At least he can afford to soup up his ride working for his dad. Man, I’m tired of mowing lawns,” complained Big Ant. 

			“They all work there and helped him,” Blake told him, “Just like we helped Fish pay for the deck, amps, and the subs.”

			“Business is booming for The Barrel more than the bass is in Fish’s trunk!” assumed Haywood. 

			“Yea, no girls are in my backseat,” said Fish. 

			Blake grabbed him by the hair and said, “Because they wouldn’t fit with us in it!” 

			“Watch the curls,” he said, as Messy Molly from Venoa Park approached them with her sneakers untied. 

			“Hey, fishy poo,” she said, lifting her skirt, “isn’t my tattoo amazing?”

			“It’s cool, when did you get it?”

			“Yesterday from Rosemary! She’s so amazing,” she said, and kissed him on the nose. 

			Rosemary’s Tattoo Parlor between the fine graffiti walls of Venoa Beach Mall was where Messy Molly forged her mother’s consent. She paid with a balled-up bunch of bills she saved from recycling and a new pair of roller skates. Rosemary wore out her old ones skating around the mall pitching her parlor as The Scooter Crew rode by after slapping fives with Supervisor Sam. 

			While Messy Molly played in Fish’s hair, Haywood asked her, “Are you going to Jessica’s party?” 

			“Nope,” said the blond.

			“Why not?” asked Fish.

			“Because The Scooter Crew’s doing donuts at the rail!”

			Part 3: Jessica

			“Wow, Jess’s parents are the coolest!” a male exclaimed, running around shirtless with an empty cup. Teenagers from every neighborhood in town attended from Venoa Lakes to Venoa Crossing near the paved trail. They threw napkins on the floor and left stains on the walls from spilled punch. Few raced up and down the carpet stairs stepping over Jessica and her close friends who sat admiring the senior studs standing in the foyer. As two other males with muscle hopped over furniture, chasing girls out the backdoor into the pool, she made her way through the dancing crowd to the front door for air. 

			“Hey, Jessica,” said Haywood, avoiding Mandy who was over admiring him after beating her in a cursing contest. 

			“Hey,” she tied her braids in a ponytail, “it’s warm out here.”

			“Like my heart is for the hunnies,” he said. 

			“Really?” and she beamed with her brown eyes wide before asking, “Do you know what girls at school say about you?” 

			“No, what?”

			“They say that they know there’s something special about them when Hero goes out of his way to say hello,” as another shirtless male ran through the open garage. Two girls in bikini tops chased him with hot water guns while screaming their threats to others on the lawn. 

			“So, then there’s something special about you.” 

			As next year’s senior head cheerleader, she boasted, “Well, I am really popular,” she got serious, “but not as much as Bobby is with the girls.” 

			“You want to date Bobby? I didn’t know you liked white guys.”

			“Bobby and I were almost a real couple until Patty moved into his neighborhood,” she confided to him. 

			Pretty Patty was pale as the palms of Lady of Red’s hands and wore heels that made a sound in the hall that no male at Venoa Beach High could ignore. She was a brunette with glossed lips and a wink that made boys like Bobby want to be men. While in school, Pretty Patty, Jesse, and their other friends who remained at the party would trade clothes they bought with credit cards they applied for in their mothers’ name. Pretty Patty believed that to look good was to distract the pride of boys, causing them to compromise. 

			“Is she here?” 

			“She’s with him at the rail.” 

			“When I see him at graduation, I’m going to give him a piece of my mind,” fumed Haywood, and he called over his three friends who were sharing a cigarette on the lawn. Jessica refused a smoke from Fish who stole a pack from Aunt Kate who was avoiding the IRS and sleeping at his house. 

			“What did she do?” asked Jessica.

			“Tax fraud or something like that,” said Fish. 

			“Really? Well, that’s what to expect from a Venoan, isn’t it?” 

			With a yo-yo on each hand and a girl in pajamas on his arm, Big Ant asked Haywood, “So, why did you call us over here, man?” 

			“Bobby ditched her for Pretty Patty, and you know how we feel about the ladies,” he said, and Blake put his arm around Jessica. He told her that Bobby was not good for her before asking her to hook him up with one of her friends inside. He held the front door open before the two of them walked through the dancing crowd in the living room to the backdoor. When they noticed her friends lazing by the pool, Blake checked his breath, filled his mouth with gum like Fish does, and cracked his neck before following her out the door. 

			Part 4: Grandpa?

			A shirtless Blake jumped into the pool holding hands with Becca who was wearing a bra and begging Jessica to join them. Becca splashed her when she refused before Blake put Jessica’s friend on his shoulders and water walked until she fell underneath. She was still catching her breath when he picked her up by her thighs and carried her across the pool to the diving board. With her legs wrapped around his waist, they made out as Man appeared through the window locking arms with Lady of Red. 

			“There’s an old couple in the kitchen!” blurted a freckled female as she ran out the backdoor in filthy overalls from a food fight before the old folks’ arrival. 

			Jessica looked and thought, “Grandpa?” and she went inside, following behind others who were also curious. 

			“Who’s the old man?” someone asked her, as the teenagers surrounded them as the two fed each other tortilla chips after dipping them in cheese. Some of it fell on the orthopedic shoes Man wore with a tailored suit and tie that matched the headpiece his date was wearing. Lady of Red stood in red heels and a sparkling gown that made the teenage boys adjust their posture. Jessica admired her beauty before tapping Man on the shoulder. He was sniffing her neck aroused by her perfume. 

			“Excuse me, sir, but I don’t think you’re at the right place,” she said.

			“Well, hello, young lady. Would you like some dip?”

			“I think she wants to know what we’re doing here,” said Lady of Red, scooping herself some punch. 

			“Well, we’re here to party!”

			“But how did you even know about my party?”

			He smiled and said, “The Bass Boys. Pardon us while we find space on the dance floor,” and she stood puzzled as the old began to dance among the young. When Haywood and Big Ant appeared in the crowd with Fish behind them twirling, Jessica waved her hands for their attention. 

			The three of them surrounded her when she asked, “Who are The Bass Boys?” 

			“Man, I don’t know,” said Big Ant, and he looked off into the dancing crowd, “but I know that’s the old guy from our neighborhood.”

			“You guys know him?”

			“We let him in,” said Haywood.

			She said, “Really?” and threw her hairband on the floor. She shook her braids and complained, “Now, who’s going to come to my party next year thinking that I invited an old man to my last one?”

			“He was with Lady of Red,” explained Big Ant. “Man, would you look at her?”

			“She’s beautiful,” said Haywood.

			“Gorgeous,” said Fish. 

			Jessica thought out loud, “So, then you guys must be The Bass Boys he was talking about. Fish, where are those invites I gave you?” 

			“Well, what happened was,” he scratched his chin, “I was speeding in circles around the neighborhood while we were listening to music, and they just kinda flew out.”

			“He must have found one,” said Haywood.

			“But why would he come to a teenage girl’s party?” she asked. 

			“Because he’s a Venoan? I don’t know, man,” said Big Ant, as Blake came inside with his arm around Becca who was beaming with pride. As they made their way to where Jessica stood with the other three boys, he noticed his old neighbors as they sat on the sofa massaging each other’s shoulders. Man closed his eyes as Lady of Red rubbed him careful not to break her nails. While it was her turn, she moaned like she was in love with him and begged him not to stop. The teenagers continued to party around them as if they were as young as sprouting freshman. Someone even brought them drinks to cool off before asking them to join them in a game of cards. 

			As they sat at the kitchen table to play, Blake approached them, rapping with Becca on his back and said, “Nice clothes.”

			“Well, thank you,” said Man, “a lovely lady should make every man want to look their best.” 

			“And a gentleman should make a lady want to do the same,” said Lady of Red, counting her cards. 

			“This is the other Bass Boy I was telling you about.”

			“Handsome,” she said, and Blake introduced them to his new friend who they welcomed to the neighborhood assuming she would be visiting. Becca blushed as Lady of Red complimented her highlighted hair and painted toenails before whispering something in her ear. 

			“Girl talk?” asked Blake, before a commotion outside caught their attention. 

			Jessica checked her makeup and then yanked Becca by the arm and said, “Oh my gosh, Bobby’s here.” 

			Part 5: Bobby

			Some from the dancing crowd scattered outside. Bobby revved the engine while The Bang Busters were howling in the cargo bed with open longnecks. The sound of the exhaust awoke some neighbors who stood on their lawns with their phones recording Bobby on camera as he showed off his ride. When The Bang Busters jumped out the back, he followed behind them sipping liquor from a flask with Pretty Patty holding his free hand. He wasted the rest on the road before walking up Jessica’s driveway where she stood in the open garage with Becca and the four boys.

			“Well, what’s up, Jess?” he said. 

			“Don’t say anything to him,” Blake told her, as she stood with her arms folded. 

			“She has already told me everything I wanted to hear and more,” Bobby said, and slapped fives with his followers who howled at the moon. 

			“How was I?” asked Jessica.

			“I have to admit it was as good as you look.”

			Haywood stepped closer to him and said, “I hope you came here to apologize, you punk.”

			The Bang Busters laughed, and one said, “Looks like someone’s ready to fight.” 

			Haywood spat. 

			“Look, he’s balling up his fists,” said the other, while Bobby was kissing Pretty Patty. 

			“Now, tell her you’re sorry,” she said.

			“Okay,” said Bobby, wiping the gloss from his lips. “Jess, I’m sorry for thinking that you can make me feel the way she can.” 

			Haywood punched him. 

			Bobby massaged his jaw and tasted his own blood before telling Haywood, “You can punch, but can you fight?” 

			Pretty Patty was pleading with him to take her home when Jessica warned Haywood, “He’s too strong!” 

			After throwing the first punch and tripping over his own feet, Haywood grabbed him by the knee in attempt to stand. Bobby kicked him to the concrete and then picked him up by his chin. He punched him in the face and laughed as Haywood fell flat on his back. The senior was hovered over the sophomore, pounding him to a pulp when Big Ant rushed to his aid. When The Bang Busters intervened, Blake threw his own pair of punches. Fish spit his gum out and jumped on one’s back, trying to choke him. The older teenagers tussled with the underclassmen as Man stepped outside the front door with his shoes off. 

			“Ah,” he smiled, “there you boys are,” while the gallant four gathered to regroup. 

			“You see this right here, old man,” said Bobby, pulling Pretty Patty close, “only a man can manage a woman like this.” 

			“Woman?” said Lady of Red, stepping out the shadows. Bobby and The Bang Busters stood wide eyed as Man took her by the hand and kissed it. She stood behind him after she was asked if she would allow him to address the arrogant athlete whose athletic prowess was assumed by his stature. 

			“Let me ask him,” he whispered to her, and he turned to Bobby and said, “Do you play sports, son?” 

			“I’m a four-time wrestling champion,” said Bobby, and he and The Bang Busters howled. 

			“You know, I used to play basketball in my youth, but the taller my teammates got, the shorter I became, though I am taller than average men.”

			He looked at Pretty Patty and said, “Yea, well, wrestling’s a man’s sport, right babe?” Patty assured him with a smile. 

			Man laughed and then got serious to say, “Son, the value of a man is measured by the size of his heart, not his muscle or loins,” and he looked him in the eyes. Bobby and The Bang Busters walked back to his pickup with their heads low. 

			“Wait, boys,” said the star athlete, “I want to invite the old man to my graduation cookout,” and he walked up to him and swung his fist. Man dodged the blow and swept the senior’s feet. 

			Bobby was stumbling back to his pickup when Haywood asked, “You know karate?” 

			“Sure I do, young man,” he said, “and you know what else I love?”

			“What?” they asked.

			“Music like The Bass Boys do.”

			The four boys thought, “The Bass Boys, that is us.”

			“So, I want you boys to come by my store downtown,” he said, “where I have some old records with bass that will leave your ears ringing for days.” 

			Part 6: The Bass Boys

			The Bass Boys were at separate posts communicating through two-way radios as the seniors walked single file to their seats. Big Ant surveyed the parking lot while Blake stood inside by the doors. Haywood sat at the top of the bleachers with a brunette from the party as Messy Molly played in Fish’s hair on the bottom row. 

			“And you know what else was amazing?” 

			“No, what?” Fish replied. 

			“The Scooter Crew’s practice show at the skate park. Right after their show at the rail, Scott who lives in my neighborhood invited me himself!” 

			“I’ve seen them after school, but how many different kinds of scooters do they know how to ride?” 

			“All kinds!”

			As Principal Jon took to the podium, Fish answered the roger beep from Blake and confirmed, “We’re still waiting until the recession starts, right?”

			“Affirmative,” said Blake. 

			“Bobby’s sitting right in the middle,” said Haywood. “There’s no way he’s getting up before they call his row, over.”

			“So, we should do it now?”

			“Man, copy that.” 

			“Wait,” said Fish, “I’m looking straight at The Bang Busters, and if I can see them, then they can see me.”

			“So, then don’t get up,” said Blake, “and Haywood you stay there to keep an eye on Bobby.”

			“Man, I’m ready when you are, Blake,” and the two met outside at Fish’s car to further their plan. 

			Big Ant opened the trunk and tossed Blake a bag of ice picks and awls. They put on face shields after Big Ant pocketed a sharp knife and hammer and eased their way to Bobby’s pickup with nails in their teeth. As Blake began slashing the tires on one side, Big Ant banged nails into the ones on the other. When one ice pick or awl became dull, Blake used another still with nails in his teeth. He made a hole when Big Ant passed him the hammer to ensure the tires deflate before graduation was over. The yo-yoing Bass Boy pulled out the knife, felt the edge, and stabbed the tire until it made a loud noise. When they finished removing the nails, the two Bass Boys crept back to the car to stash the supplies before walking inside the building. 

			“Blake, what’s your location?” Fish asked over the radio.

			“We’re back in,” he said. 

			“Well, how did it go?” 

			“Man, piece of cake.” 

			“There’s room for you guys up here, over,” and they stepped up the bleachers through the crowd as the recession continued. The brunette shouted for Principal Jon as he left the stage. Bobby looked up to see as he slapped fives with The Bang Busters while breaking formation. 

			“Hey, man, do you think he saw us?”

			“The plan was to do damage control anyway,” said Haywood.

			“Relax, guys,” said Blake, “we’re Venoans, remember?” and they received a roger beep from Fish as few folks were making their way to the exit. 

			He said, “I just saw The Barrel, and he’s heading Bobby’s way. Do you copy?”

			“Man, copy that,” and they met Fish at the door. 

			“Alright, guys, remember we’re acting,” said Blake, as more people left their place in the bleachers to praise the graduates gathered on the gymnasium floor. Bobby and The Bang Busters stood with his father when The Bass Boys started to pretend. 

			“Hey, Bobbo,” said Fish, “looking good in that cap and gown.”

			“Yea, man, congratulations!”

			“We just wanted to come here to apologize for what happened at Jessica’s party,” said Blake.

			“Yea,” said Haywood, “what was I thinking trying to go up against you.” 

			“That old man was lucky,” said Fish, and Bobby nodded.

			“Well, enjoy yourself at the cookout, man.”

			“Save us a plate, we might come by,” said Haywood.

			“Uh, I don’t like potato salad,” said Fish, “so you can substitute it with macaroni and cheese, maybe?” 

			“No ice cream, though,” said Blake, “because Hero over here is lactose intolerant.” 

			“Well, later, you guys,” and Bobby and The Bang Busters squinted at them as they walked away. The five sophomores including Messy Molly stood outside by Fish’s car waiting for Bobby and The Bang Busters to appear in the parking lot. As the brunette shouted her goodbyes to Haywood, Big Ant rushed to Bobby’s pickup to check the tires. He was picking up leftover nails when The Bang Busters saw him and called for Bobby who was babbling with the babes. 

			“Anthony, let’s go!” yelled Blake, as the senior crew scurried across the parking lot. With Messy Molly squished between Blake and Haywood in the backseat, Fish pulled out the parking space and pushed the passenger side door open. As Big Ant ran to the car, Bobby hopped in his pickup and revved the engine with The Bang Busters in the back. The Bass Boys laughed out the car windows as the truck jerked through the parking lot. With Big Ant safe in the front seat, Fish turned up the music always with the bass above treble and drove away. 

			Part 7: Music

			Man was taking down signs outside his store when the boys drove up yelling, “We got him!” with their heads out the windows. 

			“Ah, The Bass Boys,” he said, “I knew you would come.” 

			“You should’ve seen it!” said Haywood, as they hopped out. 

			“Yea,” said Fish, “it could barely move.”

			“They almost caught us, man.”

			“But we did it exactly how you showed us,” said Blake.

			Man stood silent. 

			“What’s wrong?” asked Haywood. 

			“I believe that I told you boys the wrong thing to do,” said Man, and they looked confused. “Have The Bass Boys ever heard the story of The Homicidal Homeowner?” 

			With his arm around Messy Molly, Fish said, “No, tell us.” 

			“I promise to tell you boys the tale after you all have taken your own tour, so come on in,” and they followed him inside. 

			When he turned on the lights, there were wall posters, old ticket stubs in frames, karate trophies, instruments mounted on the ceiling above the stage floor, and a wide selection of music from the sales floor down the aisles. 

			“Were you a singer?” asked Haywood.

			Man said, “No, I was a drummer,” and smiled. “Go on, take a look around,” and they scattered. 

			Fish chased Messy Molly to a quiet spot in the aisle where they kissed as Big Ant was sampling reggae music in a pair of headphones. Blake read magazines while Haywood browsed CDs. While it was quiet, Man turned on some house music, pulled out his drumsticks, and began beating the counter like it was a snare. 

			“You’re amazing!”

			“Where did you learn how to play like that?” asked Fish. 

			Still going, he said, “Preacher Paul’s church. He conceived a child with my daughter and stayed with his wife. I told him to give me the drum set or else I’ll put my knee to his skull. Would you like to see it?”

			“Yea,” they said, and Fish called for his three friends to meet them in the back. Big Ant was unable to hear with headphones on and realized he was alone after opening his eyes when the song ended. He went to where Man sat at his drum set surrounded by the other Bass Boys and howled like Bobby and The Bang Busters did. 

			“Sounds better when you do it,” said Blake, as Man was beating the tom-tom and the symbols. He switched to the snare before adding the bass drum and they danced. After surrounding Fish as he showed off his moves, The Bass Boys, with Messy Molly in the middle, followed Man to the front as he carried a case of vinyl records to the counter. 

			“Whoa, hip hop,” the boys said, as they pulled from the case. 

			“Old school,” he said.

			“Do these records still work?” asked Haywood. 

			“They sure do.”

			“There’s the record player,” said Blake, pointing. “Pass me one,” and he ran over to spin it. 

			“Turn it up, man,” and they danced when he did. Fish was twirling Messy Molly on her toes when the record started to scratch and was begging to fix it. 

			Man smiled and said, “Nope, because it’s time for another order of business,” and he reached in his pocket for a set of keys and tossed it to Blake. 

			He caught it and asked, “What are these for?”

			“They’re the keys to the store.”

			“You want us to work here?” asked Haywood.

			“I want you boys run it like it’s yours.”

			“Sounds good, but why?” asked Blake.

			“Well, I’m old,” he said, “and my daughter Pickney doesn’t want me to.” 

			“Well, I’m in,” said Fish. 

			“Me too,” said Haywood.

			“I got your back, music man,” said Big Ant.

			Messy Molly gave Man a flower from his own vase on the counter when Blake pocketed the keys and said, “We all do,” and Man passed him another record to spin, and they danced.

			Part 8: Flowers 

			Man stood outside Lady of Red’s home with a large bouquet of roses and The Bass Boys in his shadow holding one small arrangement of flowers each. They were all in ties and talking among themselves when she appeared at the window in a red robe with her hair curled, wearing glasses at the tip of her nose. The boys saw her and tightened their ties as she came to the door carrying a book. 

			She opened it before Man said, “I hope we’re not disturbing you.”

			“I was at the climax,” she said. 

			“So, then we should come back another time.”

			“With all those flowers?”

			“They’re for you,” said Haywood, and handed her his set. 

			“You see, lovely,” he gave her the bouquet, “the boys wanted to come with me to thank you for attending the party with me. Without you, I would’ve made a weak impression on the boys causing them to disagree to run my store.” 

			She smelled the roses and said, “Flowers are as dear to my heart as a gentleman who calls me lovely,” so the boys all called her lovely before she invited them in for tea. 

			There were flowers from the foyer to the living room and into the kitchen where The Bass Boys sat practicing their new handshake. Some were in vases, some were in tubs, some were plastic, and others were painted on canvases. While complimenting her decor, Man assisted Lady of Red as she prepared their cups singing to her new flowers below her breath. She poured their tea standing on a rug the shape of a garden flower and asked him if he noticed the sofa was yellow like the petals of sunflowers. Man replied with a smile and sipped his tea as she brought the boys theirs on a tray. 

			“Now, you don’t drink it,” she told them. “You sip it,” and they did. 

			“Didn’t you pretend to be Ms. Lily?” asked Fish. 

			“Yes,” said Lady of Red. 

			Haywood asked, “Can you tell us the story?” 

			“Well, I’m not ashamed of it. I’m a Venoan,” she said, “and I should tell you gentlemen, so you understand what it means to be one,” and Man pulled her a chair. 

			Lady of Red crossed her legs causing the boys to stretch their necks for a glimpse at her thighs as she began the story. She told them she and Lily met as members of Venoa Beach High’s volleyball team and became friends. Lily lived in Venoa Oaks with her parents, who she killed by hiding their medication.

			Blake asked, “Why did she do it?”

			“For life insurance.”

			“What did she buy?”

			“A glasshouse, which made me jealous,” she admitted. 

			Lady of Red visited Lily for a day of gardening when she crept upstairs and rubbed poison oak on her pillow. Before heading downstairs, she stole a wig and a pair of overalls from the closet before snatching the key to the greenhouse off the dresser. She made a copy of the key at Venoa Beach Drug Store off the state road and planted it in Lily’s car. Lady of Red called her every day waiting for her to tell her she was ill. When she admitted her skin was bright red from scratching, Lady of Red furthered her plan. 

			“What did you do?” asked Haywood.

			“So, I put on her overalls, styled the wig like she does, and sat for days ordering exotic seeds to grow in my garden.” 

			Preacher Paul’s wife First Lady came by to pick fruit, Catherine the librarian showed up for her fair share, and even Gwen from the neighborhood assumed she was Lily. When Sheriff Shawn appeared looking for his vegetables Lily always set aside for him, he noticed a strand of red hair hanging as she was picking ones she assumed he liked. He asked her where Lily was before allowing her to go free after they shared a good laugh. 

			Fish said, “You’re bold.”

			“Also brave like all Venoans who don’t fear consequences.”

			“Fearless, man.”

			“And we don’t take ourselves too seriously,” as she uncrossed her legs to cross them again.

			Man said, “When I was in Venoa Beach Juvenile Jail for selling false identification cards, it was humility that got me through as well as others.” 

			“But we learn as Venoans that wrong is to be done for the good. Plants give off oxygen, allowing us to breath.” 

			Fish said, “Molly’s my oxygen. We’re not together, but I think she knows it.” 

			“Women worthwhile are like flowers,” she said, “needing light to grow their colors for the world to see. That’s why you won’t find us at nightclubs where it’s dark inside.”

			“Are you going to come by when we open? I promise the lights will be on,” said Blake. 

			Part 9: Open

			“Thank you for shopping at The Music Man,” said Blake, after cashing out a customer. While Fish played with Big Ant’s yo-yo conscious of customers carrying copies of CDs without having sampled the songs first, Haywood slept in the backseat of the car outside. Big Ant sat at the second cash register preparing to place an order as a line was forming at the counter. More came in when Fish yelled out his name to put the pen down. Blake’s line got shorter as he ignored the passes from young women, sending them over to Big Ant who began pitching the store’s new online streaming service to limit the cash count at closing. 

			“Hey, man, can you break a fifty?”

			“Let me check,” said Blake, as Fish was two-stepping to encourage customers to buy. 

			Meanwhile, Haywood was standing outside the car smoking and tired from running the register. When Bobby and The Bang Busters drove by in a rental, he put out his cigarette unaware of the graduated group, who saw him as he was walking towards the store and hopped out. 

			Bobby exclaimed, “Come here, boy!” before grabbing him by his collar. “So, you and your friends thought it was funny slashing my tires.” 

			“Kill me,” said Haywood. 

			The Bang Busters noticed the rest of The Bass Boys inside when one said, “There they are.” 

			Bobby said, “So, this is where the boys hang out?”

			“We work for the old man.”

			“Yea, well, here’s another lesson for you,” he said. “Keep your eyes open,” and they walked away. 

			Haywood walked inside when Big Ant yelled, “Man, you know the music man still hasn’t told us The Homicidal Homeowner story?”

			Part 10: Bang

			Bobby aimed at the bullseye in his backyard while The Bang Busters loaded rifles on the back porch. When he hit the center after unloading a few shots, he switched guns and aimed at the dummy on a tree before pulling the trigger. 

			“That’s good shooting, Bobby,” said The Barrel, as he drank whiskey standing behind him with a shotgun in is free hand. Bobby reloaded and pulled the trigger a few times before The Barrel aimed and destroyed it with two rounds. 

			“You could’ve let me finish,” Bobby told his father. 

			“You weren’t going to get it like that with that weapon.” He wiped the barrel and said, “This is a man’s gun.” 

			“I thought every gun was a man’s gun.”

			“Yea, well, this one is a real man’s gun,” said The Barrel. 

			Bobby dropped his weapon on the grass and yelled out to The Bang Busters, “Hey, boys, let’s take a ride!” as The Barrel practiced his aim. 

			Bobby and The Bang Busters parked outside Venoa Beach Pawn before Bobby unlocked the showcase inside. He put the rifles back and took shotguns tossing them to the two. They looked confused as Bobby put on gloves to load his weapon and asked him if they were going to the barren road. 

			“No,” he said, before driving them downtown with him. 

			“That’s the old man from the party,” said one of The Bang Busters, as Man walked in behind Haywood who was outside smoking.

			Bobby parked and said, “Come on, boys.”

			“We’re not going to kill anybody, are we?” asked the other one.

			Bobby snapped, “Both of you stay here!” and covered the shotgun with a towel and walked towards the store. 

			Meanwhile, The Bass Boys stood surrounding Man as he began telling the story of The Homicidal Homeowner. 

			“He lived in Venoa Gardens,” he said, as the doors swung open.

			“Uh, we’re not open today,” said Fish. 

			Bobby pointed the shotgun and said, “That’s alright because I’ve got all the heavy metal I need.”

			“You’re going to kill us for slashing your tires?” asked Blake. 

			“No, I’m going to kill him for trying to be the kind of father to me that I never had,” and he yelled, “Bang!” pulling the trigger. 

			“Call the cops!” as Bobby walked out.

			“No,” said Man, collapsing, “let him go.”

			Haywood said, “Bobby warned me.” 

			“He warned you, and you didn’t tell us?” asked Fish.
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