
PROLOGUE 

 I could’ve just closed the doors and booked it up to Montana. The big blue skies, the 

women wearing Birkenstocks and the buffalo, it’s wide open space up there, gorgeous. I’ve got 

some family near Bozeman. I didn’t do it though. I couldn’t stomach the thought of skipping out 

on my regulars or leaving Chicago. I guess that makes me loyal, or stubborn, or maybe stupid. If 

I had a chance to go back and do it again, would I have chucked it all and hit the road? I don’t 

think so. It is what it is and the one lesson I learned above all else is to appreciate the present 

moment because the past is only a memory now.  
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What about you Dodds, how would you describe Chicago to the rest of the world? 

I’d tell ‘em, it’s like a butcher block. However you want it sliced, that’s what you’ll get. 

~ Thrombus H. Dodds, Wicker Park Ward Boss, 1888-1893 

In response to a reporter’s question shortly before his assassination. 

Chapter 1 - How Can I Help You?  

September 2007 

WICKER PARK NEIGHBORHOOD,  

THURSDAY NIGHT, 9:20-9:50PM  

 Division Street was empty. The sidewalk outside the store window should’ve been 

crammed with boozed-up hipsters, arm-in-arm couples in tasteful black coats, and fancy women 

on their way to wine and cheese dates. The all-knowing director in the sky, the one who controls 

the universal remote, must’ve pushed paused on Chicago that night. No taxicabs or bicyclists, no 

wailing ambulances or limos stuffed with bridesmaids, no hustle or bustle, there was no nothing. 

Even the winos and gutter punks who fed on the periphery of it all were nowhere to be seen. 

There were no customers in the store either, which admittedly, wasn’t that unusual. 

 I was sitting on my wooden stool, feet propped up on the counter, smoking a cigarette 

and strumming that Santo and Johnny song “Sleepwalker.” I’d picked up ukulele a year earlier to 

pass the time and I’d gotten pretty good at it. Anything from The Beatles to Dylan, even some 

old school Yiddish folk songs my Ma used to sing while she puttered around the kitchen, I 

played every day, always at the video store, never at home. Strumming was better than drinking, 



and for a few minutes at least, it was a pleasant distraction from the big stack of unopened bills 

eyeballing me from the back room. My little slice of DVD paradise was on life support. 

 I should’ve closed down early, but to be honest, I preferred an empty store to an empty 

apartment. I stubbed out my cigarette, refilled my coffee cup and started “Sleepwalker” from the 

top. The last note was drifting into the ether, when the door chime pinged and the solitude I tried 

so hard to enjoy was shattered.   

 Standing in the doorway, underneath the neon NORTH COAST VIDEO sign was this 

rangy, yellow-haired fellow in a long, brown trench coat. Like a mannequin from outer space, he 

stood with one hand on the glass, the other stuffed in the pocket of his dirty coat. The neon sign 

flickered, throwing fuzzy purple light across his face. He was wearing red-tinged Ray Bans. As a 

general rule, unless you are Roy Orbison, I trust no one who wears sunglasses at night. I set the 

ukulele down on the counter.  

 “How you doing,” I said, followed by my usual two-fingered wave. 

 He offered no response; didn’t even look in my direction.  

 I was accustomed to a whole host of neighborhood weirdos parading through the store, 

most of them never renting a thing, so his stone statue act didn’t bother me so much at first, but 

after a full minute, my antennae went up. I was about to ask him if he was lost or needed 

directions, when he unlocked himself and stepped inside. As the door swung shut, I heard a faint 

crackling noise, like the clicking of static. 

 He bypassed the new release wall and spent a little time pawing through the foreign 

section, which was absolutely killer. We had everything: Japanese anime, Bollywood, Italian 

arthouse, Cuban vampire flicks, Russian mobster movies, even some super off the wall 



psychedelic musicals from Malaysia. None of that interested him. He said passed that section and 

glided over to the comedies. Running a skinny, pale finger along the row, he pulled out a classic

—Say Anything. He flipped the box over and scanned the back.  

 It’s going to take more than just the power of love to conquer all. John Cusack and Ione 

Skye star in, Say Anything. I knew every line in that movie by heart. I was hoping he rented it. 

John Cusack is from Chicago too and it’d be an ice breaker when he brought it up to the counter. 

I played the tape in my head. 

 Hey, how you doing, John Cusack, a fellow home town guy—isn’t this a great movie? 

Let’s get you signed up for an account. Here’s a membership card and you can keep the North 

Coast Video pen. That’s a four-day rental, due back on Monday, give or take. By the way, all new 

customers get a free box of candy. Take your pick.  

 The candy shelf was well-stocked and a big hit with new customers and regulars alike. 

He moved the movie up to his face and sniffed the case.  

 I pitched my voice much softer than usual and asked, “Anything I can help you find?” 

 Scoffing at either my question or the smell of the case, he put Say Anything back on the 

shelf and continued browsing. He by-passed the classics section, but stopped abruptly in front of 

my A Clockwork Orange poster that separated drama from horror. In that same iceman-cometh 

way, he stood and glared at the poster through his red sunglasses. From that angle, I was able to 

get a better look at him. 

 Well over six feet tall, he was rail thin, with a scraggly, cornsilk beard. I guess I would 

say he was lean rather than thin. He seemed taut, like a triathlete in training. The trench coat was 

lined in dingy sheep’s wool, not that out of place in Chicago, but it was only early September so 



it wasn’t exactly freezing yet. He could’ve been one of my more eccentric regulars dressed like 

that, thinking he was some down and out Keanu Reeves, but the longer he was in the store, I was 

sure I’d never seen him before. He cracked his knuckles on the poster’s frame, leaving behind a 

big, greasy handprint on the glass. 

 I cleared my throat and mumbled, “You live in the neighborhood or…”  

 Nothing, not even a shake of his head.  

 He paused in horror for a couple of minutes, rounded the drama wall and drifted up the 

aisle, heading straight toward the counter. He glanced down at my ukulele and laid his hands in 

front of me. 

 Splayed out on like a couple of massive snowshoe crabs, his hands were covered in all 

sorts of tiny black and blue tattoos. They looked like an animal had clawed them up and he’d 

poured ink into the scratch marks. I thought the tattoos were what do you call them—runes, 

ancient runes, like Viking writing or the type of stuff scrawled across the interior of the witches 

cabin in Blair Witch. He cocked his head to the side, as if he was clocking the beating in my 

chest. I let out an awkward little chuckle and rose up off my stool. The guy was much taller than 

he first appeared; well over six feet was an underestimate. Towering would be a good word to 

describe him. 

 Like he was mimicking me or, cataloguing my laugh, he chuckled in response to my 

chuckle. Then, real smooth and practiced, he reached an enormous hand inside the trench coat 

and dug around inside the pocket. This was it. I’d never been robbed before. This was how I go 

out.  



 Ten years as the owner of North Coast Video, I’d been cursed, threatened, proposed to, 

propositioned by men and women, even a Chicago Bear once. I had to clean up human shit in the 

musicals section. I performed CPR on a junkie that flatlined in the bathroom, but never had I 

stood face to face with my own mortality. I had no grand visions or highlight reels from my past. 

All I could think about was the stack of porno DVDs one of my regulars returned earlier that day. 

My body lying there, gunshot wound in the center of my forehead, my ma comes in to ID me and 

sees them on the back shelf and thinks her baby boy was some kind of pervert.  

 He pulled his hand out and held something up in front of my face.  

 “I’d like to rent this,” he said.  

 His voice slid out of his throat like dry ice coming out of a bucket of water. In his 

tattooed hand was Andre Tarkovsky’s* most revered film, Stalker*.   

 I never saw him pull the movie off the shelf. Did he have it in his coat this whole time, 

did he carry it around with him on the street? Stalker is a real acid trip of a movie; a masterpiece 

really, and it solidifies Tarkovsky as the genius filmmaker he was, but with the exception of film 

students, hardly anybody rented it. Once they saw the cover, a closeup of the movie’s star, 

Alexander Kaidanovsky’s* anxious face, his furrowed brow dripping with sweat, most people 

sort of shrugged their shoulders and put it back. Nine times out of ten, my customers would’ve 

rather watched Look Who’s Talking and I’m not saying that’s a terrible movie, but Stalker is a life 

altering piece of cinematic art.  

 I hesitated and stammered, “Yeah, no problem, Stalker is a fantastic film. One of my 

favorites, actually.”  



 Without lifting his head, eyes cast down at the floor, he set the DVD onto the counter and 

intoned, “Have you ever been to The Zone, Lou?” 

 We’re on a first name basis? His delivery, the way he said The Zone, was sneering, sort of 

a taunt; like he knew I knew what The Zone was and he also knew I’d never been there. I’ve 

lived in Chicago my whole life, so I was used to all kinds of people saying all kinds of ridiculous 

shit to me, so his question, while not exactly apropos of nothing, was off putting. 

 “No, man, can’t say I’ve been there. You been there?”  

 My voice had a noticeable quiver. 

 He lifted his head and said, “Lots of times, but you haven’t. You are, uninitiated.” 

 Uninitiated?  

 “You don’t play for The Bears, do you?” 

 He ignored my joke.  

 “I can take you there and show you the doorway, if you’re brave enough to step inside.” 

 In the film Stalker, The Zone is this sort of mystical, but toxic nature preserve that can 

predict your future and reveal the true nature of desires. You want to discover your purpose, 

validate your ambitions, figure out if your wife is cheating on you, The Zone can make that 

happen, or it can destroy you. Whether you make it through intact or not depends upon your 

intentions; your motivations for being their in the first place. I wasn’t going to that zone or any 

other zone with this nut job.  

 The nervous little animal that lives inside my gut squirmed.  

 “I’m good, man. I got the store to run and Cub tickets for next week. We’re looking 

strong this season. Could be our year, am I right?”  



 He stood there, motionless, staring at me from behind his red Ray Bans, the store so quiet 

I could hear the neon sign humming. I thought about offering him a cup of coffee and a cigarette. 

 One second ticked by.  

 Two seconds. 

 Three. 

 The silence between us felt like the tip of a knife hovering near my ear. 

 Then, out of nowhere, he raised his hands over his head and slammed them on the 

formica countertop like a couple of sledgehammers. The powerful smack rattled the entire store. 

I felt it underneath my feet and rattling my teeth. The Stalker DVD popped up in the air, levitated 

for a split second, and fell between the candy shelf and the wall. I started to protest, but he 

grabbed hold of my jean jacket and wrenched me across the counter toward his face. 

 My face only inches away from his, the man hissed, “The wind on top of Golgotha is 

alive.   

It’s always blowing, much colder than you’d expect. If you listen close enough, it will whisper in 

your ear. Have you ever listened to the wind, Lou?” 

  I stammered out a weak, what the fuck, dude? 

 He pulled me in tighter. Our noses touched. His breath had a harsh metallic smell, like 

microwaved pennies. I yelped when he dug his fingers deeper into my shoulder. 

 “When the sun rose over Hiroshima, the wind was blowing. It was blowing underneath 

the gallows in Salem, in the trenches on the Western Front, and it is blowing now. I am the Wind 

and when I blow in, you listen.”  



 I clawed at his wrist, but his grip was a vice. He lifted me off the ground with one arm 

and slapped the candies off the shelf with the other. Junior Mints and Sour Patch Kids flew all 

over the store. My legs kicked and flailed. The animal in my gut shrieked. I knew it—this 

psychopath was hopped up on angel dust. He was going to rob me and throw my lifeless body 

into the dumpster behind the store. And for what? The eight bucks I had in the register?  

 “Man, put me down, let go of me!” I croaked. 

And just like that, he let go of my jacket and placed his hands calmly back onto the counter.  

 My voice trembled, “Take the movie, have some candies and just get the hell outta here. I 

don’t want any more trouble.” 

 “I’m not here for movies and candies. Trouble is up to you.”  

 He took off his glasses. A jolt of static passed between us. He had red eyes. These weren’t 

red eyes like he’d been drinking or hadn’t slept in days type of eyes. Like two bright red 

maraschino cherries, these were God given. 

 He held up a long, pale finger, shushed me and whispered, “I am here for you.” 

 He moved his finger, covered in those squiggly blue tattoos, a little off center. My eyes 

followed. I never saw it coming. Slap! Across my face, hard enough to take my breath away. My 

glasses shot off and landed on the counter. Pain spiked across my cheek. I raised up my hands, 

more stunned than scared. The fluorescent lights overhead clicked on and off and went dark. I 

reached for the baseball bat underneath the counter. 

 “Believe me, that bat won’t do you any good.”  

 “Whatever is in the register, you can have it,” I pleaded. 

 “I don’t give two shits about your money.”  



 Like he was rearranging all the puzzle pieces inside me, he peered into my face with 

those two maraschino eyes and said, “The Stars told me to come here. I don’t question them. In 

order for me to move forward, I have to take you backwards. But it’s your decision to make. I 

can’t make it for you. Only you will know if you’re ready or not. I’ll give you twenty-four hours 

to think it over. Once you walk through the doorway, all of this,” he motioned around the store, 

“will never make sense again. Do you understand?” 

 “No, man, I don’t understand.” 

 “Good. I could never explain it to you anyway, not in any language you would 

comprehend.” 

 My knees were clapping against each other, literally knocking. My options were to pass 

out or piss my pants or upchuck, or a combo of all three. You should know, I don’t respond well 

to conflict. You should also know, I have a sensitive vasovagal nerve that makes me prone to 

passing out. I tried to speak, but my voice was a frozen lump inside my throat. 

 “Others will be coming and they won’t be as patient as me. The world is about to wake 

up from a long nap. You’re caught in the middle, gumming up the works. We need you out of the 

way.” 

 I made a squeaking noise in response. He picked up a stray Sour Patch Kid off a stack of 

new releases and flicked it into my face. It bounced off my forehead and flopped onto the 

counter. He slid his Ray Bans back on and turned toward the door.  

 With his back to me, he paused and said in his icy voice, “Funny, the truth has a way of 

finding you, no matter how hard you run. See you tomorrow night, movie man.”   

 He opened the door and disappeared onto Division Street.


