
CHAPTER ONE                        

 

If there’s one thing I’ve learned in twenty-three years as a bartender, it’s that you’ve 

never heard them all.  Believe me.  No matter how whacked you think some guy’s story might 

be, there’s always somebody out there that can top it…always.  I know.  I’ve been at this game 

nearly a quarter century.  I’ve heard things that turned my stomach, kept me up at night, and 

even made me paranoid to go to my car after dark.  Weird stuff.  There’s all kinds of stories 

people come in here with.  Oh, I get all kinds. 

It’s seasonal, you know?  In the fall, it’s the usual garbage about the “big buck” that got 

away, in the spring it’s the “big fish” stories.  Just your garden variety good ol’ boy tall tales.  

Summer’s full of out-of-towners with their adventure stories from last year’s vacation.  That 

stuff’s ok.  That kind of thing a guy can live with and still get a good night’s sleep knowing 

tomorrow will just be more of the same.  It’s the winter that gets you.  That’s when the weirdoes 

come out. You’d be surprised at the stuff that gets spread around here in the winter…and from 

where.  That’s when you find out what your neighbors are really like and what’s been living 

deep within their closets for the last ten years while they’ve been out washing their cars, 

shopping for groceries, picking the kids up from school, and just pretending to be normal. 

A few months ago, I had the whacko of a lifetime.  He comes in and sits down at the end 

of the bar.  I never saw a sorrier bag of bones than this guy.  A real sad sack, you know?  I got 

that itch goin’.  You know what I‘m talking about…that itch that tells you when something ain’t 

quite right about a situation.  I wasn’t the only one that picked up on it either.  The rest of the bar 

cleared out.  It was like they were afraid they might catch what this guy had.  You see what I’m 

sayin’?  I’ve never seen the place clear out so fast.  Even the freakin’ regulars were gone. 

I figured him for a bourbon man, so I poured him a shot…on the house.  That ain’t 

something I’m in the habit of doing, you understand, but this guy’s gonna be a talker.  I can tell.  

I just gotta get him primed a little.  You’d be surprised how a drink or two will open a guy up.  

Once they get started, hey…talkin’s pretty thirsty work.  It wasn’t long before we got down to 

the real business of a bartender…listening to guys like this sing the blues.  Believe me, this guy 

had‘em, and you should hear the blues this guy was singing. 

I know just about everybody in town, and this guy’s new here.  I mean, Brockridge ain’t 

no small town, but it ain’t New York either, right?  I don’t know beans about this guy, but I 

know he looks at least twice his actual age.  You get to know things about people, being a 

bartender, and I got a good eye.  He’s somewhere in his late thirties to early forties, but he looks 

like he’s pushing sixty.  I’ve seen people go prematurely grey before, but man.  This guy was 

snow white.  He had crow’s feet from one heckuva crow, and bags under his eyes that said he 

hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep since Reagan was president. 

He says he just came here from Dalton, Arkansas.  I know the place.  I go through there 



when I visit my cousin in -get this- Toad Suck, Arkansas.  Ain’t that a freakin’ name for a place?  

Southerners…go figure.  Anyway, he says his wife died there a couple of years ago.  From the 

looks of him, he died right there with her, but somebody forgot to tell him.  You know what I 

mean?  I didn’t ask him about it, but he talked anyway.  They all do, once you get’em started. 

 

 

(I) 

 

 

“The papers said she was the victim of a crazed mob on a witch hunt,” he said, his head 

dropping like he was examining a speck in the bottom of his glass; like he would rather be 

looking anywhere but straight into my eyes.  “I killed her long before that.”  He picked his glass 

up and tilted his head back to drain it.  Setting the glass back on the bar, he brought his hands up, 

running his fingers through his hair on both sides.  He laced his fingers behind his head, cradling 

his head between his wrists, with his face buried.  He sat there like that for a moment, then he 

dropped both forearms to the bar, one folded over the other, and stared off to the side. 

“I killed her with those stupid rabbits,” he said quietly…almost absently. 

“Excuse me?” I said.  I thought I had lost my mind for a second.  Killed her with rabbits?  

What was that supposed to mean? 

“Rabbits”,  he said, like it was the most natural thing in the world…like folks go around 

killing each other with the furry little boogers every day. 

“What…you mean like some kind of allergy, or something?” 

“No,” he said.  “It was a lot worse than that.  It was… man.  You wouldn’t believe it 

anyway.” 

“Try me,” I said.  

He looks at me funny-like for a second, nods his head, and then starts talking. 

 

 

(II) 

 



 

My wife and I moved to Arkansas after we vacationed there a few years ago.  We were 

looking for a little town to settle down and start a family in.  Terri fell in love with a little 

farmhouse just outside of Dalton.  It needed a little fixing up, but hey.  We were young.  We had 

lots of time. 

 

 

(III) 

 

 

“Would you just look at these floors!” Terri cried as we walked through the house behind 

the Realtor.  “They’re beautiful. Just beautiful” 

I watched her walk to the stairway leading to the second story.  She ran her hand over the 

newel post and banister railing, feeling the wood worn smooth as glass from generations of 

hands sliding up and down it.  She was like a kid in a candy shop.  We hadn’t even talked about 

the price, but it wouldn’t have mattered.  She stood on the bottom step with a look of excitement 

on her face that I hadn’t seen since our wedding day.  It was clear to me at that moment that she 

had found home.  We hadn’t seen the rest of the house, and didn’t really need to.  There was no 

mistaking the way she felt about it. 

I, on the other hand, felt uneasy about the place.  It was old…well built, but old.  The 

wood floors were beautiful, but there were a few gaps beginning to show here and there between 

the planks from shrinkage and where the house had settled over the years.  The plaster had been 

patched recently in several places on the walls, but new cracks were already beginning to show 

up.  I hadn’t looked at the rest of the house yet, but I was pretty sure that the plumbing and 

wiring was also going to need some attention as well.  Still, that wasn’t what bothered me about 

the place.  I was young, but I came from a long line of carpenters.  I had been swinging a 

hammer since I was old enough to hit a nail. The work didn’t bother me.  No.  It was something 

else…something not quite right. 

In my youth, however, I never paid much attention to such things.  Terri was in love with 

the place, and I was in love with her.  What else was there?  Nothing in my gut could ever 

overrule what was in her heart.  That much was certain.  We took the rest of the tour, and I made 

a few comments about what needed attention and about how much it would cost.  The Realtor 

made the usual comments about how motivated the sellers were, and she was certain she could 

get them to come down just a little…not a lot, mind you…but a little.  (Can’t be dipping into that 



commission too deeply, now, can we?)  We finished the grand tour, and I made a few more 

mental notes.  Then we got in the car to follow her back to the office to write out an offer. 

“What do you think, Hon?” I asked Terri as I started the engine.  I knew what her answer 

would be before I asked the question, but I wanted to hear it anyway. 

“I know it needs a lot of work, Mike, but I like it.” 

“You’re right about that.  It does need a lot of work.” 

“But you can do it, right?  I mean…you’ve been doing that kind of stuff all your life.  We 

could do it together.  You could teach me.  Couldn’t you?” 

“Yeah, Babe.  We could do it.  It is a lot of work, though.  Are you sure you want to?” 

I watched her carefully as she slowly turned her head to stare out the window at the old 

house.  Frost began forming down the back of my neck, spreading its icy fingers.  When she 

answered, she spoke softly, almost to herself.  Her expression was far away.  It was almost as if 

she were talking to me from another universe. 

“I don’t think it matters whether I want to, or not.  I think we have to.” 

She turned her head back toward me with a look on her face like she knew something 

terrible and wonderful at the same time.  It was a look, not only of longing, but of fear as 

well…and acceptance. 

“This is where I’m supposed to be.” 

The frost turned to jagged icicles stabbing down my spine.  Even as she spoke the words, 

I heard a voice growing within me.  Run, the voice was saying.  Get out of the car and just run.  

Run like you’ve never run before and keep going, boy!  Don’t look back.  Don’t you ever look 

back!  You won’t like what you’ll see.  Just run, and keep on running.  Run until you reach the 

end of the world! 

God only knows how I wanted to listen to that voice.  As her words reverberated through 

my head, the voice inside me grew louder with every echo.  Run!  Run and don’t look back! 

I couldn’t explain it.  There was really no reason for the way I felt.  Terri wanted the 

place.  It called to her in a way that I couldn’t understand…at least not at the time.  Maybe that’s 

why it bothered me so much.  Maybe it was simply because there was something going on that I 

couldn’t figure out…something I could never truly know.  Whatever it was, even as strong as I 

felt it, I shook it off (at least for the moment) and smiled at her, but that smile felt as thin as 

stretched hose.  One little snag, and it would run, and I with it. 

If Terri noticed anything wrong, she gave no indication…but I think she knew just the 



same.  I think she knew a lot of things that day.  If I had known, I’d never have gone along.  I 

would have listened to that voice and run and never looked back.  But I didn’t know.  All I knew 

was there was a certainty in her look as well as in her voice that I simply couldn’t deny.  To deny 

it would be to deny that the sun came up in the east, that the grass was green, and the sky blue. 

So I smiled at her.  I smiled all the way back to Dalton.  I smiled as the Realtor typed up 

the offer, and through dinner, and all the way back to the motel. 

That night after we made love and the lights were out, she lay sleeping next to me.  She 

was curled into my arm.  Her hand lay on my chest, and her knee was drawn up over my thigh. 

As sleep began to pull me under, I heard that voice whisper. 

Run. 

 

 

(IV) 

 

 

Terri was up at the crack of dawn, which was pretty amazing for her.  Most mornings, she 

could sleep until noon, if you’d let her.  That morning was different.  It was special.  It was the 

day we would find out if the sellers accepted our offer or not. 

Normally these things take a few days.  Sellers like to “think it over” and “get back to 

you in a couple of days.”  Then they make you sweat it out a little while, in hopes of getting you 

to accept whatever counter-offer they feel like throwing back at you.  Not this time…and Terri 

knew it.  Don’t ask me how she knew.  She just did. 

She was so excited when she woke up.  She wanted to start celebrating right away.  I told 

her I thought we were being a little premature, but she wouldn’t hear of it.  She knew we were 

getting the house, and she wouldn’t accept anything to the contrary.  I gave in.  After a quick 

shower, I took her into town for breakfast.  There is a little café in Dalton called the Cast Iron 

Skillet.  Everything they cook is served up in the same cast-iron skillet it’s cooked in.  Terri 

loved it. 

“Isn’t this the cutest place?” she asked as we sat there waiting for our meals. 

“Yes, it is,” I answered, looking around at the hap-hazard collection of antiques and 

collectibles decorating the walls.  “They have a lot of interesting things in here.” 

“Oh, God.  Just smell the aroma coming from the kitchen.  I swear, if they don’t bring our 



food soon, I’ll grab somebody else’s.” 

“You are just way too perky for this time of morning, babe.” 

She grinned mischievously and leaned across the table toward me.  “And just why 

shouldn’t I be, Mr. Blake?” she asked.  “Yesterday I found the home of my dreams.  Last night 

my husband put me to sleep in Royal fashion.”  Her expression went from mischievous to coy.  

“…and this morning?  Well…” 

The petrified prune at the table nearest our booth threw Terri a disapproving frown that 

would have made the staunchest Pentecostal spinster proud.  Terri simply grinned back at her 

with a look that said “tough to be jealous, ain’t it.”  The prune looked surprised for a moment, 

and suddenly decided her breakfast needed more attention.  She dutifully picked up her fork and 

began shoveling in mouthfuls as quickly as she could swallow them. 

I chuckled and leaned in toward her.  “Gee, Mrs. Blake.  Are there any more native 

feathers you’d like to ruffle before we move in?” 

“She’s just jealous ’cause she ain’t had a man in a decade or two.  She should learn to 

mind her own business and quit listening in on private conversations.”   

I rolled my eyes and leaned back on the bench.  “Baby, it’s a small town.  Nobody will 

mind their own business.” 

“Well, I guess that means we won’t be invited for tea and crumpets much then, will we?” 

she giggled. 

“Don’t you mean cownbreyuhd and buttameelk?” I teased in a terrible, exaggerated 

southern drawl. 

Terri burst out laughing.  “Oh, my God!  That was good.  Do another one!” 

“SHHHHHHH!” I begged her.  “Geez!  Do you want to get us thrown out of here before 

we eat?” 

We both held our breath to try to regain a little control.  Terri’s face began to redden as 

she suppressed another giggle.  Air began to snort out of her nostrils in tiny bursts as the giggle 

fought its way out.  I felt my own giggles forcing their way up as I thought of how we must look.  

We were sitting there in a crowded café like the only two children in church that heard the fart 

and were desperately trying not to disrupt the sermon. 

The waitress appeared with our skillets, warning us they were very hot.  Terri took one 

last deep breath, exhaling slowly down her chin as she fought for the last bit of control.  Tears 

were pooling in her lower lids, threatening to spill down her cheeks if some pressure wasn’t 

released.  The waitress grinned at her crookedly.  Her left eyebrow arched high as if to ask what 



could possibly be so funny that early in the morning.  Then she smiled as if she already knew, or 

it didn’t really matter, and told us to enjoy our breakfast.  She pulled our check from her apron 

pocket and laid it face-down beside my coffee cup.  Then she headed toward another table. 

By the time we finished our breakfast and drove back to the little motel where we were 

staying, there was a message at the front desk from the Realtor.  Terri had been right.  The sellers 

took our offer immediately. 

“Told you,” she said as I stood there reading the message again, just to make sure I 

hadn’t misread it.  She stuck her tongue out at me and crossed her eyes briefly, but just as 

quickly, her expression turned serious.  “It’s where I’m supposed to be.” 

I thought of that little voice from the night before.  I could still hear the faint echo if I listened 

closely.  A young man in love doesn’t always listen as closely as he should, however.  When the 

time came, I signed the closing papers without a single, second thought. 


