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INTRODUCTION
 


How would a writer feel if he came back to his chosen profession after being absent for ten long years? I mean, totally absent. No contact with fellow authors and publishers. No writing of any kind for the span of an entire decade.

Scared shitless I would think.

That’s about how I felt when I decided to return to the horror genre in the summer of 2006. After my own personal 9/11 in the fall of 1996, when Zebra Books closed their entire mid-list horror line without warning, I had grown bitter and discouraged. In turn, I completely distanced myself from anything concerning horror and the macabre. No horror reading, no horror movies, no horror writing for one hundred and twenty long months. I went as cold as cold turkey could get.

Then in July of 2006, my good friend Mark Hickerson called me up and said “Hey, Ron. Folks are on the internet, ordering your old books on eBay and asking about you on the message boards… wondering if you’re dead or not.”

Well, that got me to thinking. In a sense, I was dead. I had to admit that I missed the writing and I missed the darkness of the genre, too. The sudden interest in my work fanned the flame of horror-writing desire in me. I began to remember what had motivated me in the first place; those cherished childhood days when I was a monster freak watching “Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein” and “The Creature from the Black Lagoon”, and putting together those cool Aurora glow-in-the-dark monster models. And I got the urge to get back into the game again… catch up where I’d left off all those years ago.

But I had a problem. I was scared half out of my wits.

You see, I didn’t even know if I could write any more.

Sitting in front of that blank computer screen after such a long hiatus was like a drowning man regarding an empty ocean around him, with no sign of dry land. I was scared half to death. Here I’d committed to my fans, telling them I was coming back, and I wasn’t even sure that I could.

As it turned out, writing horror was like riding a bike or having sex. I was a little rusty, but it all came back to me. And I seemed to have a polish and an edge to my fiction that hadn’t been there before. Perhaps those years away had done me some good after all; maybe recharged my batteries and given me a renewed appreciation for ghosts, goblins, and things that went bump in the night.

The following seven stories are the first tales I sat down and wrote after coming back. “Cumberland Furnace” was one of the first of the bunch, thus the title of this collection. And “fear-forged” is right on the mark. Fearhad a lot to do with the writing of these fables… an emotion that goes hand-in-hand with stories that are intended to horrify and generally gross one out.

So here they are… the first seven of the comeback stories. Got alot to choose from here. A couple of old-fashioned ghost stories, some monster tales, and even a bit of sick comedy thrown in for good measure.



Ronald Kelly

Brush Creek, Tennessee

February 2010





CUMBERLAND FURNACE
 


I can see it from my back porch, towering above maple and sweet gum, standing in dark relief against the Tennessee sky. Half of the structure is covered in thick-leaved kudzu, the other half exposed; weathered limestone scrubbed smooth by the passage of time.

There are nights when it blocks out the moon and a pale halo surrounds its upper peak. Other times there is no moon, but still it glows. Embers seem to rise from the open stack and the cracks of the walls gleam as if with an inner fire. Several years ago, someone called the Dickson County fire department and they sent out a truck to investigate. They found the stones December cold and the hollow of the structure as dark as a tomb.

As I study it from a distance, it resembles some long-forgotten shrine. In some ways, you might regard it as such. For, over a century and a half ago, it was built as a monument of sorts. A monument to a time of hatred and the blatant disregard for a man’s right to own his own flesh and blood. A monument to a war that pitted brother against brother.

Cumberland Furnace.



* * * *



 I’d heard tales told about the Furnace since I was a small boy. Sometimes at Daniel’s Store down at the crossroads, other times at the county co-op. Mostly, though, the stories came from my grandmother, who had lived to a ripe old age of ninety-eight. Among other tales, the sordid history of Cumberland Furnace was one of them. When I was seven or eight, they just seemed like creepy ghost stories to me; tales that kept you up at night, but whose impact faded with the light of day. Now I am not so sure.

The Furnace was built by a man named Sterling Petty in 1860. They said Petty was a cruel man who valued money over everything else, including those who lived and breathed around him. He had farmed cotton and corn on his plantation for many years, but had abandoned that livelihood for the fortune that the War Between the States might bring. In anticipation of the conflict to come, he herded his slaves from the fields and used them to build a huge limestone furnace on the south end of his property. This structure was intended for the smelting of iron ore and the casting of products such as cannonballs and artillery pieces. The railroad tracks that ran adjacent to the Furnace gave an added advantage. The iron products could be loaded onto rail cars and shipped almost immediately after they were manufactured.

They said Sterling Perry owned six hundred slaves and, in his eyes, each was merely an interchangeable cog in his money-making machine. During the duration of the War, they would labor twenty-four hours a day. Men would tote buckets of iron ore by hand up a steep ramp and dump it into the depository of the furnace. Others would constantly shovel coal to stoke the hellish fire that melted the ore. After the sluggish red iron flowed down huge limestone troughs, it was channeled into the molds that cast cannons and the projectiles they fired upon the battlefield. It is said that Perry was

so intent on supplying the Confederacy its munitions that he forced women and children to carry cannonballs and stack them on the railway cars while they still glowed with heat. Many a hand was scarred or disfigured by the Master’s greed and impatience.

The male workers were pushed to the limit of their endurance. If they showed reluctance or disobedience, they were treated severely. Iron shackles and whips flayed flesh and set up infection and blood poisoning. When one fell dead, another immediately stepped in to take his place. It was said that one of Perry’s favorite forms of punishment was to yank out the teeth of his disobedient workers with iron pliers fashioned for just such a task. If a slave had so many teeth pulled that he could no longer eat meat or bread, and grew

too weak to work from malnutrition, he was taken into the woods and shot. It had happened more times than those poor folks could count.

Then came the night when one of the slaves had finally had enough of Sterling Perry’s sadism. His name was Sway and he was a tall man, heavy with muscle, but prideful and stubborn. When Perry’s overseers had taken Sway’s brother to the woods and put a bullet through his head, he had been ordered to take his place. Sway had steadfastly refused. A whip had been laid across his back and, after a lifetime of similar punishment, the man had snapped. He ran up the ramp, then scaled the tall stack of the furnace, his

fingers wedged into the cracks where mortar met stone.

Production continued as Perry and his men watched. Several of the overseers yearned to take aim with their rifles and shoot him down, but Sterling Perry stayed their hand. A cruel grin split the man’s face as Sway reached the open mouth of the stack. The slave hesitated for a long moment, staring his tormentor square in the eye. Then he cast himselfinto the belly of the furnace. They waited to hear Sway’s terrified scream, but if it ever came, it was swallowed up by the deafening roar of the fire.

 Legend had it that they manned the channels and watched for a trace of Sway’s burnt body to appear amid the slag. But the only thing left of the

slave that made it into the receiving trough was a single organ. They say Sway’s heart lay atop the stream of molten iron…. whole and completely unscorched.

After Sterling Perry had died unexpectedly in 1865, his oldest daughter took over the operation. Since cannonballs and artillery pieces were no longer in demand, the Furnace began to do work for the Louisville & Nashville Railroad, manufacturing rails, iron plating for locomotives, and cradle hitches for railway cars.

The workforce that once powered the Furnace was gone now, having moved on to a better life, or at least one free of abuse and oppression. Their ranks were soon replaced by former Confederate soldiers who had lost their livelihood during the war and poor whites who were no stranger to hot, back-breaking labor.

 But there were many who refused to come near the ironworks, for the sole fact that it was believed to be haunted.

Several strange incidents throughout the years seemed to justify those fears. In 1868, during a graveyard shift, the workers were distracted from their duties by a terrifying commotion. A sound came from the surrounding forest; a sound that didn’t seem to originate from any particular direction. It

sounded as though a great iron wheel was rolling through the dense woods, crushing everything in its wake. They could hear the snap and pop of thicket flattening and the gunshot cracks of tree trunks giving way. Then, abruptly,

the noise ended. The following day, several men roamed the woods,

searching for signs of devastation, but none was ever found. Trees and bramble stood untouched.

On another occasion, around 1887, the Furnace was shut down temporarily and a team of men was sent into the limestone stack to clean its walls of ash and clinging debris. They were halfway through the job, when a low thudding seemed to reverberate from the walls around them. As the noise grew in volume, they claimed that it was the thunderous beating of a heart. The sound became so loud and intense that the twelve workers

fled the limestone structure, afraid that they might be deafened if they remained. But, by the time the last man left the stack, the noise subsided and there was only silence.

A third incident took place at a building called the tower house. The tower house was a tall, narrow building with a single window at the top. During Sterling Perry’s day it had been used for an observation tower by the

overseers. In 1893, the upper room was used as a small office. One night, one of the ironwork’s supervisors was tallying his logbooks, when an old black woman appeared at the window. She was bent over with age and her face was shriveled and lined. “Howdy,” she said. The supervisor simply nodded and continued his work. She continued walking to her right, as if circling the building. Soon, she appeared again, her small eyes twinkling. “Howdy,” she said a second time. This constant harassment angered the supervisor and he got up from his roll top desk. When he reached the window, the woman was gone… and he realized she could have never been there in the first place. There was no ledge along the upper story of the tower house for her to stand upon and the walls were so smooth that no one could have gotten a fingerhold. Shaken, he waited for her to come around a third time, but she never did.

The most puzzling and terrifying event took place in 1904. Sand was used during the casting process and several large mounds of it stood at the western end of the ironworks, near the railroad tracks. At the stroke of midnight, during a late shift, the glow of the moon was blocked and a number of workers peered skyward to see a dark, winged form looming overhead. The descriptions that were given were varied. Some said the form

was angelic in nature, while others said it had more to do with hell than heaven. With a mighty flapping of its vast wings, a howling wind was conjured. The men suddenly found themselves caught in the middle of a terrible duststorm. The sand from the mounds was lifted up and hurled forcefully at the workers, stinging the men’s flesh and blinding them. After the squall had died down, not a single grain of sand remained from those dunes beside the tracks.They say the wives of those workers picked the grit and sand from their husbands’ eyes for days afterward, and there were a couple of unfortunate souls who were blinded permanently by the unexplained incident.

The Furnace was bought and sold by several different iron companies over the years. Finally, in 1942, the ironworks was dismantled and sold for scrap. All that remained standing was the ninety foot stack of limestone. It didn’t take long for underbrush and kudzu to overtake the old site, obscuring nearly all traces of the bustling business that once occupied that land.

Even as a child, I was not one to believe in haunts and such. If I couldn’t see it with my eyes or touch it with my hands, it simply was not real. That was how I regarded my grandmother’s stories of Cumberland

Furnace. They were spooky and fun to listen to, but held no substance. In my mind, they were silly ghost stories and nothing more.



* * * * *



Then came the day when I wandered much to close to the Furnace.

I was a married man by then, with two children and another on the way. I’d bought a hundred acres of land on the eastern side of the old Perry property and made my living as a farmer, growing corn and tobacco, as well as raising a few head of cattle and hogs for butchering.

It was a cool autumn day when one of our cows got out. You could hear her out in the woods, bellowing to the top of her lungs. Me and my oldest son, James, went looking for her. It wasn’t long before we found ourselves standing in the shadow of what remained of Cumberland Furnace.

James took off into the thicket, hoping to flush the stubborn cow out into the open. I stood there and studied the towering stack of hand-hewn limestone, realizing that I’d never been that close to it before. A quarter mile away, the county road crew was paving the two-lane stretch of Old Charlotte Highway. You could hear the roar and grind of the machinery and smell the thick odor of oil and hot asphalt in the air.

 I was waiting there, listening to my son thrash through the thicket, when I realized that I was not alone.

 I turned to find a man standing behind me, no more than twenty feet away. He was a black man; tall and strong in build.

“Howdy,” I said with a nod of my head.

He simply stood there and smiled.

“Are you with the road crew up yonder?” I asked.

He said nothing, just stared at me in a peculiar way.

 I felt foolish for asking such a question. It was obvious, from the way he was dressed, that he wasn’t a county worker. His shirt and trousers were worn and threadbare. They almost looked to be… hand sewn.

 I felt a cold sensation in my chest, as though someone was pouring ice water through the chambers of my heart. And, suddenly, I knew.

 “You ain’t really here, are you?” I asked. My voice was scarcely a whisper.

The man’s lips split into a grin. Most of his teeth were missing.

 At that moment I felt as though I wanted my son next to me, although I knew that he didn’t need to be. I looked off toward the woods. “James!” I hollered. “Come here!” I turned my eyes back to the man.

 He was gone.

 James burst out of the thicket, kicking off a strand of honeysuckle vine that had snagged his foot. “Did you find her, Daddy?” he asked.

 I simply shook my head “no”.Slowly, I walked over to where that man had been standing. When I reached that spot, I noticed something sticking up out of the ground. Something old and rusty.

 Kneeling, I dug in the earth with my hands. It took some doing, but I finally got it out. It was a length of heavy chain with iron bands attached to both ends.

 Shackles.



After that day, I never set foot within a hundred yards of the Furnace.

Sometimes I think about that crisp afternoon in mid-October and believe that I never should have been there in the first place. Then again, when I stare at those rusty shackles hanging on my workshop wall, I begin to wonder. Just looking at the ugly things gives me an insight into a people I never really understood, or was raised to understand.

Every now and then, I’ll lie awake in bed and see a glow upon the shade of my bedroom window. The window that faces Cumberland Furnace.

It is not the silvery glow of moonlight, but the hell-hot brilliance of molten iron. I find myself listening for the roar of the fire, the grunts of exertion, the crack of the whip. But I hear nothing. Not the lonesome call of a whippoorwill, nary a cricket, or even the wind in the trees. Only silence.

It is on such nights that I turn my eyes from the glow of the shade and pray for sleep.

But sometimes it never comes.





GRANDMA’S FAVORITE RECIPE
 


My grandmother was a pillar of the community.

 Yeah, I know. You hear that about people all the time. But in this case, it was true. Sarah Plummer was a kind and loving neighbor, a faithful friend to those around her, and a great woman of faith. She cherished the little farming community of Harmony, Tennessee with all her heart and was very active at the local church. Every Sunday morning, come rain or shine, you would find her there, teaching Sunday school and playing accompaniment on the organ as the choir sang. She always visited the sick at the hospital and the shut-ins at the nursing home, and she mailed out cards daily, saying

“Get well soon!” or “Missed you at church Sunday”.She visited every yard sale that was held in Harmony and bought at least one item, however insignificant, just to let them know that she had done her part.

 And Grandma baked. She was legendary in town for her confectionary masterpieces and her homemade cakes and pies. Her specialty was cookies. Raisin oatmeal, chocolate chip, and, my personal favorite, snickerdoodles. Whenever she got wind that someone was down and ailing, she would take out her ceramic mixing bowls and flour sifter, her cinnamon, nutmeg, and baker’s coca, and set to work. Grandma did everything entirely by scratch. No store-bought cake mix ever tarnished her kitchen counter. Pure ingredients were always used in just the proper amounts; flour, lard, fine cane sugar, and fresh country eggs from Will Turney’s farm a mile outside of town. Then came the additions that really gave Grandma’s desserts their sparkle. Big tollhouse chocolate chips, freshly-shred coconut, juicy raisins, pecans, and walnuts. When she was through and the pans of earthly delight were cooking in the oven, Grandma’s kitchen smelled like how I imagined the sweet aromas of heaven itself might be.

Then, after the cooling, Grandma Plummer would place an even dozen on a plate and cover it with a tent of aluminum foil. Whenever the townfolk saw her walking through town with a silvery parcel in her hands, they smiled. They knew that she would be ringing someone’s doorbell soon and wishing them well, with both kind words and a special treat, the likes of which only she could concoct.

 Yes, my dear, little grandmother was a saintly woman.

Or so I thought for a very long time.



Sarah Plummer had not had an easy way during the ninety-six years of her life.

She had been born to a hard-pan dirt farmer and his wife, a sickly woman who had been weakened by a bout of typhoid fever when she was a child. Grandma’s early years had been difficult, hungry ones and, in the year of 1917, she had lost her four brothers and sisters to an influenza outbreak. She had been the only surviving child.

She had married at the age of eighteen to a man named Harold Plummer, who served as postmaster of the Harmony post office for nearly forty years. He had did of a sudden stroke in 1988. Being a housewife for her entire married life, Grandma lived modestly on Grandpa’s postal pension in the little, white-clapboard house they had shared on Mulberry Street.

Like Grandma, I too had been dealt my share of hard blows throughout my childhood. When I was four years old, my father was fatally injured at the sawmill he worked at. He fell into a buzzsaw and bled to death before the paramedics arrived. Then a year and a half later, my mother was diagnosed with ovarian cancer. Despite a hysterectomy and numerous chemo treatments, she succumbed to the disease nine months later. I went to live with Grandma Plummer then and thanked the good Lord that she was there to receive me with open arms. She did the best she could to raise me into the man I have now become and I have nothing but gratitude for both the discipline she provided and the love she gave me during those tender years of childhood.

 Despite what people thought, my grandmother did possess something of a temper, however. Whenever someone hurt her feelings or she felt slighted or wronged, she would grow absolutely livid. But that never seemed to last very long. She would always take her Bible in hand and, sitting in her rocking chair on the front porch, pray until those anger lines smoothed from her face and that gentle smile returned once again. Then she would get up, go into her kitchen, and bake a peace offering.



The first time I sensed that something wasn’t quite right with Grandma Plummer was shortly after my twelfth birthday. It was a balmy May that year and Grandma’s flower garden was brilliant with spring color; marigolds, hyacinth, petunias, and moss roses.

There was a neighborhood dog from down the street, however, that had been trying Grandma’s patience lately. Buster was the hound’s name and he had dug up about every purple and blue iris that Grandma had planted along the driveway. I had pegged him in the hindquarters with a Little League baseball a couple times, but he kept coming back and wreaking more havoc. I suggested that we buy a BB gun – not necessarily to scare the dog off, but because I really, really wanted one at that age. But Grandma would hear none of it.

A while later, she walked out the back door with a leftover piece of my birthday cake on a plate. She sat it down in the grass and, soon, Buster was there, chowing it down hungrily.

“Why are you feeding the mangy mutt?” Iasked her.

“Because even though Buster vexes us with his bad behavior sometimes, he is still one of God’s creatures,” she explained. “I’m repaying his transgressions with an act of kindness. Turn the other cheek. That’s the way the Good Book says it should be.”

 I wasn’t so sure about that. I stood and watched the dog wolf down my last piece of birthday cake. “If you say so,” I mumbled, scratching my head.

The next day, Buster was staggering around in the middle of Mulberry Street, snapping and snarling and foaming at the mouth. The neighborhood kids – me included – watched in horror as Sheriff Tom Stratford shot the dog down with his service revolver. hey strung yellow police tape around Buster’s stiffening body until a man from the county animal control could come out. He showed up a couple hours later, scooped Buster into a black plastic bag, and hauled him off.

No one in town could figure out how a healthy animal like Buster had contracted rabies so swiftly, with no signs or symptoms to forewarn anyone.

But I had my suspicions.



That night, after Grandma had gone to bed, I got up and took a flashlight from my nightstand drawer. Then I explored the kitchen pantry.

Something had bugged me the previous afternoon, when Grandma had served that piece ofbirthday cake to old Buster. It hadn’t looked right. The sugary white icing with its red-laced baseballs and hickory brown bats had held a nasty grayish tint to it. And, that evening, when I had gone in for supper, I had spotted a bottle sitting on the kitchen counter. A tall, skinny bottle that held a dark liquid. I just assumed it was vanilla extract from Grandma’s baking ingredients. Before I could ask, however, she had taken the bottle and spirited it back to one of the shelves in her pantry.

The little closet smelled of cinnamon and garlic as I swung the pale beam of the light around, searching for that bottle. I found it a few minutes later, sitting on the shelf with her spices and baking supplies. Quietly, I reached to the back of the shelf and brought it forward, where I could get a better look.

It was an old bottle; very old. It was tall and narrow, and sported a single dark cork in the mouth of the stem. A label – yellowed and curled at the edges by age – read:

DR. AUGUSTUS LEECH’S PATENTED ELIXIR – CURES A VARIETY OF PHYSICALILLNESSES: GOUT, ARTHRITIS, IRREGULARITY, ANDCHILDHOOD ALIMENTS.

A cold feeling washed over me at that moment.

Augustus Leech. I had heard that name before… a story whispered over a crackling fire at a local summer camp when I was eight years old. A dark, lanky medicine show man with a top hat full of magic tricks, a song and a dance, and a patented elixir that guaranteed to cure all maladies and ailments. He had come to town in the early 1900’s and soldhis tonic for croup, anemia, and dysentery. And, in the process, poisoned half the children of Harmony.

 Legend had it that the menfolk had armed themselves with guns and pitchforks and, like a mob in an old Frankenstein movie, had chased Leech out of town. Deep down into a shadowy place called Hell Hollow… never to be seen again.

 Some kids in town had dared to explore the hollow, but I never did. I wasn’t a child for taking risks. Not with the share of tragedy fate had given me in my younger years.

I picked up the narrow bottle. The glass seemed oily to the touch. I studied it in the pale glow of the flashlight. It was half full of a dark, syrupy liquid. Curious, I wiggled the cork until it pulled free. The contents smelled both sweet and sickening; like cotton candy and jelly beans mixed with dog vomit and the decay of a bloated possum at the side of the road. I didn’t breathe it in very deeply. It made me feel sort of lightheaded.

Is this what Grandma had used to poison poor Buster? Or was poison too kind a word for what had been done? And where had she gotten the elixir? The stuff was absolutely ancient.

In the muted glow of the flashlight, the dark liquid seemed to shift and swirl of its own accord. It almost appeared to change colors somehow; from pitch black, to blood red, to pond scum green, then black again.

In the darkness of the pantry, something moved. A mouse savaging for crumbs perhaps. Or perhaps not.

Hurriedly, I corked the bottle and slid it to the back of the shelf where I had found it.

Back in bed, I laid there for a very long time before sleep finally claimed me. And, even then, it was not an easy one.



 The next time Grandma showed her true nature, I was a sophomore in

high school.

Our next door neighbors, the Masons, had suffered a very bad year. Bob and Betty Mason’s daughter, Judy, had endured a long bout with cancer and had passed away the previous week. I was pretty depressed about her death. I’d had a crush on Judy since sixth grade. I had even asked her out to a school dance the previous year, but she had turned me down. Grandma had watched the whole thing from her kitchen window and I think it made her mad, but she hadn’t said anything.

It wasn’t long afterward that Judy Mason was diagnosed with leukemia.

I had just stepped off the school bus a few houses down, when I saw Grandma standing at the Mason’s door, holding a plate wrapped in aluminum foil in her hands. I couldn’t help but smile to myself. The Cookie Patrol was on the roll again.

As I made my way down the sidewalk toward our house, I could hear Grandma talking to Betty Mason at the doorway. “Things will be better,” Grandma told her in comforting tones. “All we can do is pray to the good Lord for strength through this difficult time.”

Mrs. Mason nodded sadly and smiled. “We appreciate your concern, Miss Sarah. And thank you for the dessert. You know how Bob loves your sweets.”

“It’s not much,” Grandma told her. “But perhaps it’ll provide a small bit of comfort to you during your time of need.”

Betty Mason thanked her again and closed the door. I was nearly to the gate of the Mason’s picket fence, when Grandma turned around. That small, gentle smile crossed her lips; the same smile I’d seen a thousand times at hospital visitations and charity bazaars, and at church as she played her favorite hymns on the organ she mastered so well.

It was her eyes that disturbed me. They held none of the benevolence that the rest of her face shown. They were hard, hate-filled eyes, peering from behind her horn-rimmed glasses like tiny black stones. Then, when she saw me approaching, they changed. They once again became the warm lights of Christian kindness that I was so accustomed to.

“Home a little early, aren’t you?” she said. “Well, come on to the kitchen. I ‘ve got a fresh apple crumb cake cooling on the counter. I just took it out of the oven.”

As I sat in Grandma’s kitchen that afternoon, eating my second slice of cake, I couldn’t have imagined that Bob and Betty Mason would be dead within a week. The following Thursday, their car had veered unexpectedly across the grass median of the interstate and plowed, head-on, into a tractor-trailer truck. Both had died upon impact.



On the night following the Masons’ funeral, I had the strangest dream. One in which I was not a participant, but a spectator.

 I was in an old farmhouse. In one room a baby cried. In the other a frail woman wailed mournfully.

I stood in a doorway between kitchen and bedroom. As the woman vented her grief, two neighboring women were silently at work. Lying across the eating table were the bodies of three children; two boys and a girl. All were dead; being prepared for burial.

A man paced around the room like a bobcat on the prowl. His eyes burned with a rage only a father can feel at the loss of his children.

I turned and looked into the bedroom. A baby – perhaps two or three months old –wept loudly from a hand-made cradle. Feeding time had passed, but the infant had been forgotten. And there was another child. A four-year-old girl who sat cross-legged in the center of a big brass bed. The girl didn’t seem in the least disturbed by the events that were taking place around her. Her eyes were focused on an object that stood on a cherrywood bureau across the room.

It was a bottle. A tall, skinny bottle with a cork in the top. The label read DR. AUGUSTUS LEECH’S PATENTED ELIXIR.

 The bottle was three spoonfuls shy of being full.

The little girl smiled. She was quite fond of Augustus Leech; the medicine show man who had driven his horsedrawn wagon into town and stirred things up a bit. She had watched, enthralled, as he performed incredible feats of magic, picked a few tunes on a five-string banjo, and touted his patented elixir as the “Cure-All of the Ages”.

And, when her father wasn’t looking, he had slipped her a prize. A playing card with a picture of a fairy princess on the face.

She had placed that card beneath her pillow last night and dreamed that she was in an enchanted kingdom full of ogres, dragons, and wizards. A place more real to her than the drab town of Harmony had ever been.

Her baby sister continued to cry. Slowly, the girl left the bed and took the skinny bottle from the bureau. She knelt beside the cradle.

 “Hungry?” she asked.

 The baby continued to wail.

She uncorked the bottle and unleashed a single drop. The infant rolled the dark liquid around on her tiny, pink tongue for a moment. Then grew silent.

No more middle child, the girl thought. Only me.

She smiled a curl of a thin-lipped smile… that girl with my grandmother’s eyes.



I woke up in the darkness, my heart pounding. I climbed out of bed and went downstairs… to the pantry.

The bottle was still there, even after all these years. But it was only a quarter of the way full now.

 A cold feeling threatened to overcome me. I began to recall bits and pieces of conflicts during my childhood. Conflicts that didn’t involve me directly, but were always between my parents and my grandmother, my grandmother and friends and neighbors. An accusation of infidelity toward my grandfather. A heated argument over meddling interference with my father. A petty grudge between my mother and Grandma that echoed from years before I was born. Hurt feelings and imagined wrongs done to the matriarch of the Plummer family by townfolk and neighbors. But the dust had always settled and peace was always made.

And, afterwards, there had always been sweets from Grandma’s kitchen.

Followed by death.

I began to wonder if she was responsible. That maybe she was poisoning folks with that ancient elixir that sat on the pantry shelf. But my mind couldn’t comprehend such a thing. The Masons had died in an unfortunate accident, like my father. A ninety-six year old woman can’t condemn someone to cancer or a fatal car crash by baking them a lemon meringue pie.

I left the kitchen pantry that night, telling myself that I was being foolish; that my kindly grandmother had nothing to do with the misfortunes of the citizens of Harmony. But I could never erase that dream from my thoughts. And that little girl with the wicked grin on her face.



Several days ago, everything just sort of fell apart for me and Grandma.

It happened on Sunday morning, I was home from college for the weekend, sitting in a right-hand pew of the sanctuary. Church service was proceeding as it normally did at Harmony Holiness. Jill Thompson, the pianist, and Grandma Plummer at her organ, were playing “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms” flawlessly. Then, before they had finished, Pastor Alfred Wilkes rose to his feet prematurely.

The ladies stopped their playing. The entire congregation froze. Everyone was already on edge, as it was. Bad things had been taking place at the church in the wee hours of the night. Vandalism and desecration.

It had begun two weeks ago. Someone had thrown rocks through three of the stained-glass windows. Then, later, an intruder had stolen the church’s 180-year-old King James Bible from a display case in the foyer and set fire to it on the stoop outside.

But the last blasphemous act had been the worst. Someone had defecated on the altar.

Pastor Wilkes’ face was long and mournful as his huge hands gripped both sides of the podium. “The devil has been testing us lately, my friends,” he said in that deep baritone of his. “At first I just thought it was some disrespectful kids. But after the second incident, I realized that it was something much more serious. It is not an outsider who has committed these sinful acts, but someone in our own midst.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. A member of the congregation had done those horrible things? A nervous sensation of cold dread began to form in the pit of my stomach, although I wasn’t sure why.

“Following the burning of the Bible, the deacons and I discussed the matter and came to a decision,” he told us. A grim smile crossed his face. “It’s amazing what you can buy at Radio Shack these days.”

He then picked up a manila envelope that was lying atop the podium and unfastened the clasp of the flap. “I really hate to show you this,” he said, “but God has compelled me to do so.”

Pastor Wilkes then pulled an 8x10 photograph from the envelope and held it at armslength for all to see. The congregation gasped as one. The nervous ball of dread deep down in my belly suddenly turned into a cold, hard stone.

Pictured there in the dimly-lit sanctuary, with her granny panties and support hose pooled around her ankles was my grandmother… smearing her feces across the front of the pulpit.

I groaned involuntarily, as though someone had just sucker punched me in the gut. I heard someone clear their throat haughtily from the pew behind me. It was Naomi Saunders, the church busybody. I could feel her hot, self-righteous eyes burning into the back of my neck.

An uneasy silence hung heavily in the sanctuary for a long moment. Then Pastor Wilkes turned and regarded the elderly woman sitting at the church organ. “It grieves me in my heart to do this, Miss Sarah, but I must ask you to leave us now.”

I watched as my grandmother primly turned off her organ and, for the very last time, left the spot she had occupied for countless Sunday mornings. With her head held high, she walked down the center aisle, enduring the stares of shock and disgust that etched the faces of the congregation.

As she reached the rear doorway, I shakily stood to my feet. I couldn’t believe the pastor had handled my grandmother’s comeuppance in such a callus and tactless manner. Why couldn’t he and the deacons have confronted her privately?Standing there, I stared the preacher square in the face. “This isn’t right,” I told him in front of everyone.

I looked for some sign of satisfaction in his face, but there was none. “No,” he said flatly. “It wasn’t.”

Outside in the parking lot, we sat in the car. “Why, Grandma?” I asked her. “Can you give me a reason?”

She was silent.

“Was it because you wanted the church to buy that new organ last month and the budget committee voted it down?”

She said absolutely nothing in her defense. She simply sat there in the passenger seat, head bowed as if in prayer… but eyes wide open.



I found Grandma dead the following Monday morning.

She laid there peacefully in her bed, wrinkled hands folded across her chest, a tiny curl of a smile upon her thin lips.

 The cause of her death was undeniable. Sitting on her nightstand was a tall, skinny bottle. The stained cork sat neatly next to it.

“Aw, Grandma,” I sighed as I picked up the bottle. It was completely empty. “You drank it all.”It had only been a quarter full the last time I had seen it, but apparently that had been enough.

The next two days were a blur to me. There was so much to attend to. The proper arrangements were made at the local funeral home; the casket, the vault, the times of visitation and, of course, the funeral itself. After the preparations, I went back to that empty little house on Mulberry Street. The place was a wreck. Along with her will to live, Grandma had apparentlylost her will to clean. I made the four-poster bed she had died in, then moved on to the rest of the house. There were dirty dishes in the sink and damp towels strewn across the bathroom floor.

The following day, Grandma was stately and dignified in her burnished, rose-hued casket, wearing a dress she had worn at many a Sunday service. The chapel was decorated with a forest of flower arrangements, ceramic angel figurines, and matted pictures of Thomas Kinkade churches that played “Amazing Grace” when you wound a music box on the back.

 The funeral was almost unbearably long, populated by the folks of Harmony, as well as the congregation that had ousted her from their midst only a couple of days before. As Pastor Wilkes droned on and on about what a faithful, God-fearing woman she had been, I sat there on the front pew and tried to imagine Grandma in heaven. But I couldn’t. It simply wouldn’t come to me. Trying to picture her in such a celestial setting was like staring at a blank canvas.

After the graveside service, everyone met back at the church fellowship hall for a lunch of covered dishes and desserts. I wasn’t very hungry. I just wanted to accept my share of condolences and get out of there. I had much to deal with that afternoon… mostly the nagging question of exactly why my last living relative had done the terrible things she had.

I found myself standing next to the dessert table with Namoi Sanders. As the woman stuffed her face, she told me about how wonderful a woman Grandma had been and how they were all going to miss her dearly. I pretty much nodded my head solemnly and thought about how very delicious the cookie I was munching was, my second one, in fact.

“These are pretty good,” I said. I took another bite and washed it down with sweet tea.

“Snickerdoodles,” Naomi said with a smile. “She always said they were your favorite.”

I stopped chewing. “Who made these?”

“Your grandmother, apparently,” she told me. “We found them on that table when we came to set up this morning.”

 Dirty dishes in the sink. Coffee cups, supper plates, mixing bowls…

“I guess it was one last, loving gesture… God bless her.” Naomi picked up a greeting card from off the table and handed it to me. “This was with it.”

 Numbly, I took it. The card face read “From your Sister in Christ”. When I opened it I found there was no printed caption, only Grandma’s unmistakably floral penmanship. I barely took two breaths as I read the inscription.

Farewell, my friends… May we meet again in the glorious hereafter…where the hearth fires shall crackle with warmth and we shall labor together in eternity. I shall see you there.Love, Sarah.

“Sad, but sweet, wasn’t it?” said Namoi.

I stared at the handwriting in the card. What had she been talking about? There were no hearth fires in heaven… no fire at all. And paradise was a place of rest, not a realm of endless labor…

I looked down at the half-eaten cookie in my hand, then at the platter on the table. Only three cookies remained where there had been an even two dozen before.

As I left the church, I wanted to puke… but I couldn’t. The poison was there to stay.

When I had cleaned the house, I had made the bed… but had neglected to look beneath Grandma’s pillow. When I did look, I knew exactly what I would find.

A yellowed playing card with a fairy princess on the face.

Now I understood why I couldn’t picture Grandma in heaven. She was in a much more sinister place. A fiery realm full of ogres and dragons… and wizards named Leech.





THE THING AT THE SIDE OF THE ROAD
 


 The thing at the side of the road worried Paul Stinson something awful.

 He didn’t know why. It was nothing more than roadkill. Some unfortunate creature that had strayed past the gravel shoulder of Highway 987 and got clipped by a passing vehicle. Or maybe it had reached the center line, got mashed beneath speeding tires, and crept its way back to the side before curling up and giving up the ghost. Either way, it was dead. Paul had passed it on the way to work and back for the past two weeks and it was hunkered there in the exact same spot… nothing more than a clump of glossy fur amid a fringe of brown weeds and wilted cocklebur.

 It was the fact that Paul couldn’t easily identify the thing that bothered him so. The thing was too big to be a possum or a coon. It certainly wasn’t a cat… much too bulky and big-boned for that. If it was a dog it was bigger than anything that Paul had seen running around. And its coat bugged him, too. It was slick and black, almost oily looking, with thin streaks of gray running through it.

 What the hell is that thing? Paul found himself wondering every time he drove past.

Not that the thing at the side of Highway 987 was the only thing about Harlan County that bothered Paul. No, since the company sent him down from Louisville to take over the local State Farm office, he had found more than enough to be bothered about. The people, the way they looked and acted… hell, even the lay of the land was all somehow wrong. But it was nothing tangible… nothing he could actually put his finger on. Every time he tried expressing his concerns to his superior back at the main office he came off looking like a freaking idiot.

 That Saturday afternoon, on the way home from getting groceries in town with his wife, Jill, Paul decided that he had finally had enough. He wasn’t driving another mile without stopping and finding out exactly what that furry black thing was.

 When he slowed the Escalade to the side of the highway, Jill turned and looked at him. “What are you doing?”

 Paul sighed and put the vehicle into park. “You remember that thing at the side of the road? The one I pointed out on the way to town?”

 Jill nodded. “The dead dog?”

 “Yeah, but that’s the point,” said Paul, shutting off the engine. “I don’t know if it’s really a dog or not.”

 His wife regarded him with irritation. “What do you care?”

 Paul exhaled through his nose and gripped the steering wheel. That was Jill’s typical

reaction. March on through life with blinders on. No curiosity, no worries. Just that

annoying, sugar-coated, Pollyanna attitude of hers.

 “I care because it’s bugging the shit out of me and I need to know, that’s why.”

Jill stiffened up a bit and sat back in her seat. She knew better than to argue with her husband when he was in such a pissy mood.

 Paul climbed out of the Escalade, leaving the driver’s door open. “I’ll just be a minute.”

 “Don’t touch that thing. It could’ve died of a disease or something.”

 Paul ignored Jill’s comment. As he walked down the shoulder of Highway 987, a beat-up Ford pickup passed by. The driver – an old man wearing a green John Deere cap – threw up his hand at him, as the old folks did in greeting.

 I don’t know you, buddy, thought Paul, neglecting to return the gesture. Ignorant hick.

 As he walked toward mound of black fur, he surveyed his surroundings. The valley was narrow, with thin stretches of farmland on either side. Across the road was a small farm; a two-story white house, graywood barn, a few outbuildings. It was early spring, so the pastures were empty of crops. No cows around at all.

A little smile of triumph crossed Paul’s face as he came within eight feet of the questionable roadkill. Now, let’s see what the hell you are. He bent down and picked up a dead branch that lay at the side of the highway.

When he finally stood over the animal, he was struck by exactly how large the thing was. Even curled inward the way it was, it was huge… much bigger than a normal dog. All he could see was that glossy black coat with the strange gray-striped pattern running through it. He couldn’t make out the creature’s head, tail, or legs; they were completely

tucked from sight. Standing close to it now, Paul found that the coat wasn’t actually fur, but heavy black bristles, more like that of a wild boar than a canine.

 Also, even after a couple of weeks of rotting on the side of the highway, Paul smelled no trace of decay. Instead, there was merely a heavy muskiness to the thing lying on the shoulder.

He should have found all this, well, unsettling. Instead, he found his inability to identify the animal infuriating. “Well, we’ll just flip you over and take a better look at you,” he said. Paul wedged the tip of the branch underneath the thing and started to exert a little leverage.

That was when the thing at the side of the road woke up.

“Damn!” Paul jumped back as it stretched and then lifted it’s head. It’s massive head. The thing’s black-bristled skull was long and narrow, almost rat-like in a way, its tiny ears laid back sharply toward its broad neck. It had silver eyes. Silver like polished chrome. And the teeth. Lord have mercy! How could anything have so many long, jagged teeth within the cradle of two jaws?

Paul Stinson knew then that the thing at the side of the road hadn’t been dead for two weeks.

 It had been waiting. Waiting for someone stupid enough to stop by and wake it up.

 Paul held onto the tree branch, but knew that it wouldn’t serve as any sort of effective weapon. He’d fare better going against a pit bull with a toothpick. He took a couple of wary steps backward as the thing stood up. Its legs were short and stubby, like a weasel’s, but powerful. It shook its coat off with a shudder, shedding a couple weeks’ worth of debris. Dead leaves, gravel, an old Snickers wrapper someone had tossed out a car window. It yawned, stretching those awful triangular jaws to capacity. The thing could

have swallowed a softball without strangling. And all those damn teeth! And a long, thick tongue as coarse and gray as tree bark.

 Paul began to back away. “What…what the hell are you?”

 The thing cocked its huge head and grinned.

 Paul suddenly remembered the Escalade behind him. The driver’s door stood wide open.

 The thing saw it at the same time.

 Paul turned and began to run. He didn’t get far until he sensed the thing beside him, then outdistancing him. Up ahead, in the passenger seat, sat Jill. Her pretty face was a frightened mask blanched of color. She watched, mortified, as the thing, which was about the size of a young calf, poured on the speed, heading for the open door of the SUV.

“Paul,” he saw her mutter. Then he heard her, loud and shrill. “PAUL!”

 “Stop!” Paul muttered beneath his breath. “Stop you, sonofabitch!”

 But it didn’t. It knew where it was going and it got there a moment later. The black-bristled thing leapt into the Escalade and, with a long tail as sleek and serpentine as a monkey’s, grabbed the door handle and slammed the door solidly behind it.

 “NO!” Paul reached the door as the power locks engaged with a clack! The thing was smart… and it knew what it wanted. And what it wanted at that moment was to not be disturbed.

“Paul!” shrieked Jill, hidden by the thing’s heaving, black bulk. “Oh, God… Paul, help me! Oh, God… it hurrrrrrts!”

 Outside the vehicle, Paul could hear the thing at work. Biting. Tearing. Ripping.

 Frantically, he looked around; found a large rock at the far side of the highway. He grabbed it up in both hands and battered at the side window. It held fast, refusing to shatter. Damn safety glass!

 Suddenly, the inner glass of the Escalade began to gloss over with great, thick curtains of crimson. “Paul!” screamed Jill from inside that slaughterhouse on wheels. “Paul… pleeeeeeease!”

 Her husband began to scream himself, loud and horrified, full of utter hopelessness. He paced back and forth beside the vehicle, wishing… no, praying that some ignorant Kentucky redneck would happen along to help him. But the highway remained empty and no one came.

 The last window to gloss over with gore was the driver’s window. The thing turned and grinned at him with those awful, four-inch teeth. Pieces of Jill clung inbetween. Her ear, the ruptured sack of an eye, the bottom half of those ruby red lips he had kissed so passionately following their wedding vows seven years ago.

The thing licked its glistening gray lips, then turned back to the ugly, jagged sack of seat-belted carrion that had once been Paul Stinson’s wife. Rivulets of blood obscured the horrible sight from view… but far from mind.

 At a loss of anything better to do, Paul dug his cell phone from his jacket pocket and dialed 911.



The first one out of the Harlan County Sheriff’s car was a tall, burly fellow in his fifties. “What seems to be the problem, sir?” he asked. He had a stern, suspicious expression on his broad face; the same severe look that the locals customarily directed toward people who had been born and bred beyond the county line.

Paul quelled the impulse to run up and grab hold of the man in complete desperation. “An… an animal of some kind is inside my car!” he said. “I… I… I think it’s… oh, God… I think it’s killed her!”

The deputy, whose name tag identified him as Frank McMahon, walked briskly toward the Escalade. His eyes narrowed as he saw the blood-splattered windows. “What sort of animal? A dog?”

 Paul laughed, almost hysterically, then caught himself. “No… no… wasn’t a damn dog.”

 Deputy McMahon tried the doors. They were all locked. He turned questioning eyes toward Paul.

 “It locked them… by itself.”

 The law officer regarded him suspiciously. “Sir… exactly what is going on here?”

 Anger flared in Paul’s eyes. “I told you… some… some thing… it jumped in there and attacked my wife…”

 “And it slammed the door behind it and locked it?”

 Paul realized how very lame that sounded. “Yes.”

 McMahon studied Paul for a long second, then turned to his partner – a tall, lanky young man – who stood in front of the patrol car. “Grab the Slim-Jim, Jasper… and the shotgun.”

 Soon, both county deputies were standing next to the Escalade, looking at one another. They then looked at Paul, who lingered at the front of the vehicle, pacing back and forth nervously.

 “If there’s an animal in there, sir,” said McMahon, “why can’t I hear anything?”

 Paul shrugged. “How should I know? You could sure as hell hear it fifteen minutes ago!” He shuddered at the memory of those wet, ripping, slurping sounds.

 “I’ll take your word for it… right now. But you stay put, do you understand?”

 Paul swallowed dryly and simply nodded.

 The elder officer turned to his subordinate. “Okay, this is how we’re gonna work it, Jasper. You jimmy the lock and open the door. I’ll shoot the thing when it comes out.” He jacked a shell into his twelve-gauge Mossberg with a metallic click-clack.

 “Gotcha,” agreed Jasper. His hands trembled as he stepped to the driver’s door and began to slowly insert the narrow length of the Slim-Jim past the blood-soaked window and down into the body of the Cadillac’s door.

 Frank McMahon stepped into the center of the highway and lifted his shotgun, bringing the butt securely against his shoulder. “Okay. I’m ready.”

 Jasper fished around with the jimmy until something within the door went click. “Get ready. Here goes!” Then he grasped the handle and pulled open the door.

 At first, nothing happened. Then Deputy McMahon’s eyes widened. “What the shit?”

 Paul watched as the thing burst from gore-encrusted cave of the Escalade, leaping straight toward the lawman. It was bigger… twice as big as it had been before… and, it seemed, twice as fast. It barreled out of the vehicle; sharp jaws gnashing, a deep, thunderous roar rumbling up from out of its gullet.

 Deputy McMahon managed to put a load of double-aught buckshot smack-dab in the center of the thing’s chest, but wasn’t able to jack another round into the breech. The creature landed atop him, seemingly unharmed. The officer cried out as he hit the pavement hard, his eyes bulging as the monster’s teeth burrowed deeply into the tender flesh of his throat.

“Do something!” screamed Paul. “Shoot it!”

 Deputy Jasper dropped the Slim-Jim and nervously fumbled his service revolver from its holster. He held it in both hands, pointing it at the thing on top of his partner. During his hesitance, the thing brought its powerful jaws together in a bone-shattering crack! His victim’s head separated from the neckbone, rolling lopsidedly across the highway, stump over balding scalp.

Jasper looked over at Paul in indecision. “I… I might hit Frank.”

“Frank’s head is in the freaking ditch!” Paul yelled at him. “Shoot the damn thing!”

 The deputy turned back and pumped the contents of his .38 into the back of the creature’s head and spine. Instead of suffering from the gunfire, the thing seemed to regard it as a annoyance. It looked over its shoulder, shook its leering head as if saying “Stupid bastard!”, then lashed out with its bristly black tail. The blow took Jasper’s right hand off at the wrist. Both severed fist and the gun clutched tightly within it crashed through the windshield of the patrol car, leaving a jagged black hole.

“Mama!” croaked poor Jasper, just before the black thing whirled and turned its fury and hunger on him.

“To hell with this!” muttered Paul. He turned and began to run down the stretch of Highway 987.

He was crossing the road, intending to head toward the farmhouse, when he heard a great, bellowing roar split the air behind him. He glanced over his shoulder and immediately pissed himself. The thing was bounding down the two-lane blacktop toward him, its paws shattering the asphalt with each heavy footfall. Its awful hunger had fired its metabolism and started a growth process that could only occur in things not fully of this world. The black-bristled creature was nearly as big as the Escalade now. Its open mouth, full of long ivory and ragged meat, looked large enough to swallow a man whole without gagging.

Paul bounded over the drainage ditch at the far side of the road, then scrambled over a barbed wire fence. He was nearly over, when his left foot became entangled in the strands. As he struggled to kick free, the thing’s head appeared. The jaws found its target, dipped downward, and chomped. As burning agony shot through Paul’s ankle and up the calf of his leg, he looked back to see the thing rolling something around in its mouth. It was a pocket of Eddie Bauer leather with a meaty morsel of Paul Stinson tucked neatly inside. The thing gobbled it down and winked – dear Lord, did it actually wink? – before it began to skitter across the fence toward him.

On half a foot, Paul began to limp toward the farmhouse, gibbering, crying, even laughing for some awful reason he couldn’t figure out. “God, God, God, oh, God,” he sobbed out loud. Funny that he would call upon that name so freely now… since the only way he had used it in the last few years was with the word damn tacked to end.

 But, then, Paul Stinson had suddenly gotten religion, as the old folks called it. That awful kind of Harlan County religion preached by things that posed as harmless roadkill at the side of deserted country roads.

 As he ran, shrieking, toward the old farmhouse, Paul sensed that the thing was toying with him. It would dart out in front of him, then circle him, allowing him to get a head start and then begin the torturous cat-and-mouse game all over again. He was almost to the front porch of the house, when the thing’s long tail lashed out, striking him across the lower back. Paul wailed as his kidneys ruptured and the lower vertebrae of his spine were pulverized into jagged splinters.

 He hit the ground hard, facing the house. An old woman opened the screen door, looked out, then retreated with an expression ofpanic and horror. That door isn’t going to help you, lady, he thought. That whole damned house isn’t going to protect you. He doubted that the vault of the Harlan County Bank & Trust would hold up to this demon’s ceaseless hunger.

 As the thing pounced and landed atop him, Paul thought of his mother and some of the quirky sayings she used to pass on to him. One came to mind as he felt the thing’s claws meticulously, almost tenderly, separate the back of his leather jacket and the cloth of the shirt just beyond. Curiosity killed the cat?

 No, that wasn’t it.

 It’s best to let sleeping dogs lie.

 Yeah. Oh, hell, yeah… that was it.

Paul Stinson felt the thing’s long, gray tongue – peppered with tastebuds the texture sandpaper and broken glass – run the length of his back, from the nape of his neck, clear down to the cleft of his buttocks. It somehow tickled and hurt all at the same time.

Paul began to laugh.

He laughed wildly, madly, straying far beyond the limits that humor tastefully allowed … until, finally, he could laugh no more.





THE FINAL FEATURE
 


“Billy Bud!” hollered Big Vern, banging on the ceiling of the concession stand with a mop handle. “Get the wax outta your ears, boy!”

 “Yeah, Daddy?” In the projection booth above, Billy Bud had been reading an old dog-eared copy of Famous Monsters of Filmland in the flickering light of Projector Number One.

 “I forgot and left the reels for the second feature at the house,” his father told him. “Run over there right quick and get it, will you? It’s on the kitchenette table.”

“Yes, sir!”

 Billy Bud Grandstaff laid his magazine aside and looked over at Projector Number Two. His father was right. The contraption was empty, no second feature reels on it at all. Wasn’t like his papa to be so forgetful. No, that was pretty much his job.

 He opened the steel door of the projection booth, made his way down the concrete steps, and hightailed it to the “house”, as his daddy called it. It was more like a single-wide trailer located at the back property line of the drive-in theatre lot. A rusty, white-and-aqua Fleetwood from the sixties, perched precariously atop cinderblock columns.

 Billy Bud was Vern Grandstaff’s only son and not a very bright one at that. Big Vern bragged, almost proudly, that Billy Bud wasn’t the sharpest lawn mower blade in the shed, and he reckoned he couldn’t deny it. After all, he was forty-three, still living at home with his mama and daddy, and working the only job he had ever had; running the projectors at Big Vern’s Drive-In Theatre on Highway 70 West.

 Halfway to the trailer, Billy Bud glanced back over his shoulder. They were showing a double-feature that night. Iron Man and Madagascar 2, that movie with the talking lion and zebra and the fat lady hippo that looked sort of hot, if you squinted your eyes a bit. Iron Man was fifteen minutes away from finishing up. It was the other one Big Vern had forgotten to load into the second projector that afternoon.

 He bounded up the steps – also constructed of cinderblocks – and ducked inside. The inside was stuffy and stank of sweat, cigarette smoke, and unwashed laundry. Billy Bud went to the kitchenette table. Dirty dishes, ashtrays, and empty Bud cans littered its surface… but no flat, plastic case containing the two reels of Madagascar 2. “Damn,” muttered Billy Bud. “Where in tarnation it?”

 He looked all over the place, but it was nowhere to be found. If he’d actually thought for a moment and looked under the table, he would have found that it had slipped off the edge and joined bread crumbs and fossilized macaroni-and-cheese noodles on the dusty formica floor.

“Billy Bud!” yelled his father from the direction of the concession stand. “Get that movie and get your ass back to the booth! It’s almost intermission time!”

 That was when Billy Bud did what he did best… he panicked. He knew if he didn’t have something, anything, on Projector Number Two when the last-call-for-refreshment bell was rang, Big Vern would tan his hide. True, Billy Bud was middle-aged himself, but that wouldn’t stop his daddy none.

 In desperation, he left the trailer and went to the shack out back. Inside, he pulled a ceiling chain and a sixty-watt bulb snapped on. The shed was where Big Vern kept all his old movies. Not the new releases he rented every two weeks, but the ones he had bought and played back during the sixties and seventies, when the Drive-In was at its heyday. One set of shelves held old horror and science-fiction films like Night of the Iguana Man, Grandson of the Iguana Man, Killer Gnats, and Booger-Eating Zombies from Planet 69. A second set of shelves held Big Vern’s exploitation films – the ones Billy Bud’s mother didn’t care much for. Movies like Big Boobed Biker Babes, Prison Pussy Party, and Billy

Bud’s personal favorite, I Was A Teen-Aged Meth-Whore.

 But none of those would do tonight. There were alot of families on Friday nights, with a ton of kids. Staple Gun 5 or Bad Girls With Bullwhips wouldn’t be appropriate.

 “Billy Bud… where the hell are you, boy?” Big Vern’s voice sounded mad enough to chew nails and shit thumbtacks.

 On top of an old Frigidaire was a wooden crate full of old cartoons. Droopy Dawg, Popeye the Sailor Man, Heckle & Jeckle. Billy Bud loved Heckle & Jeckle, but Big Vern didn’t. He said they were just a couple of smart-ass birds, up to no good.

 Billy Bud got down the crate, digging through it, looking for something he could play that wouldn’t offend anybody, least of all his daddy. When he got to the bottom of the crate, he found a black metal reel that he’d never laid eyes on before. A strip of masking tape in the center read: Black Mass, July 16, 2008.

 “BILLY BUD!” Big Vern’s voice carried across the drive-in lot like the wrath of God. “Get back here with that movie… PRONTO!”

 When Big Vern said “pronto” it was like the warden of death row asking “What would you like to order for your last meal? Fried chicken or meatloaf?”

 “Aw… shit!” Billy Bud picked up the black reel, tucked it under his arm, and headed back to his post.

 On his way, he saw that the ending credits of Iron Man were almost finished and folks were leaving their cars and trucks and gravitating toward the concession stand for Round Two of watered-down cold drinks and artery-clogging chili-cheese-fries. Billy Bud bounded up the steps to the projection booth and slammed the door. As Projector One wound down, he popped the black reel on the spindles of Projector Two and pushed the Auto-Thread button. Big Vern had paid a pretty penny for the two high-tech projectors, both of them Super-Adapt 5000’s. They would take any millimeter film, from 8mm to the kind today’s movies were printed on. The one on the black reel was a 16 mm, but the Super-Adapt worked like a pro, the spindles shifting inward, converging, and threading the slotted celluloid with no hassle at all. True, his father had paid $25,000 for

the pair of them, while their septic tank was so backed up that they had to take a piss through a hole Vern had cut in the floor… but his father had assured them that it was an investment that simply couldn’t be passed up.

 As Billy Bud let Projector Two prepare itself for showtime, he looked out one of the projection holes that had been cut in the cinderblock wall. Directly in front of him, was parked the Baxters’ red Dodge dually. Usually, Greg and Thelma Baxter were sound asleep in the cab by the second feature, while their twin boys, Jimmy Jack and Johnny Joe lay, on their bellies, atop the truck’s extended roof. The two ten-year-olds were there now, already decked out in their pajamas; Incredible Hulk for one and WWE Wrestling for the other.

 Down below, he could hear his father at the concession stand register, hee-hawing loudly. Billy Bud frowned. The old man was probably flirting with Rhonda Sue Hickey, who did hair over at the Clip & Curl. Big Vern was always coming on to the girl, who was 29 to his 62, and showed his lust openly and unashamedly, before sending her on way with her grilled cheese sandwich, onion rings, and Diet Fresca. Billy Bud’s mother endured her husband’s indiscretion with a grain of salt, to busy flipping foot longs and black angus patties on the grill in back to scold him.

Most of the men were standing in line, shooting the shit, ready to order beer. Big Vern carried Miller Genuine Draft, Bud, and Pabst Blue Ribbon. And he kept Zima on ice for those two old queers who ran the used bookstore in town. After they’d had a few Zimas behind their belt, they’d retire to the back of their VW van, causing it to squeak and creak like two Rock-em Sock-em Robots making love.

 After the last-call bell rang, the second feature was ready to begin. Well, it ain’t what the doctor ordered, thought Billy Bud, “but here goes.”

 He snapped on the auto-play switch and the film began to roll.

 There was no title and no sign of credits. The picture on the big sixty foot screen was blurry at first, then came sharply into focus. The scene was at night, but the flickering glow of patio tiki torches gave off enough light to reveal what was going on. Billy Bud Recognized the spot right away. It was Shelter #14 over at Hickory Springs State Park. It was the same exact place the Grandstaffs had held their annual family reunion last May.

 But the event that was playing out on the screen wasn’t no family reunion… not by a long shot.

 There were maybe twenty-five or thirty people standing around the shelter in long, black robes. They wore rubber Halloween masks and held long black candles. Billy Bud studied the masked figures. There was Frankenstein and the Creature from the Black Lagoon, and there were celebrities, too. Marilyn Monroe, John F. Kennedy, Richard M. Nixon, even Elvis.

The camera panned to the right as the procession of robed folks congregated between two maple trees. Trussed up with clothesline and hung up overhead was a bluetick coonhound, confused and whimpering pitifully.

 “Hey, ain’t that Luke Branson’s dog, Ol’ Blue?” asked Jimmy Jack.

 “I thought he got run over by a tractor-trailer on the interstate a while back,” replied Johnny Joe.

 The scene continued, getting weirder by the moment. The people in the long, black robes suddenly stripped down to nothing.

 “Lordy Mercy!” said Johnny Joe. “Them folks are plumb buck nekid!”

 His brother nodded. “As the proverbial jaybird, I’d say.”

 Marilyn, a young woman, and Nixon, a much older man, stepped beneath Ol’ Blue’s squirming form. A man wearing a George Bush mask held a long butcher knife over his head, then slit the poor pooch open from breastbone to balls. Marilyn and Nixon stood beneath a shower of dog blood, rubbing it all over themselves with great abandon.

Luke Branson jumped out of his Ford pickup a few rows up ahead. He looked more than a mite disturbed. He began to march past the other cars, fists balled into angry white knots, heading toward the concession stand.

 Billy Bud turned his eyes back to the screen. The other naked folks were catching the remaining torrent of Ol’ Blue’s life’s blood in big styrofoam cups with BIG VERN’S DRIVE-IN THEATRE printed on the side. They were the 48 ounce size – Vern’s Super Slurp Special – so they held quite a lot.

 Some of the drive-in patrons had begun to leave their cars now. Some seemed bumfuzzled by the whole thing. Others seemed outraged, and others seemed… well, they seemed downright embarrassed. The looks on their faces revealed that they weren’t necessarily bothered by the gore or indecency of the scene that unfolded… but more by the familiarity of it all. Some started toward the concession stand, while others jumped back into their cars and revved up their engines.

 The scene on the screen had taken a turn for the worse. Nixon was behind Marilyn now, humping up against her ass, rubbing his hands all over her blood-slickened skin. She had two large brass rings dangling from her nipples. Nixon reached around, hooked his knuckles in the rings, and gave them a hearty yank.

 “Ouch!” said Jimmy Jack. “I bet that smarted!”

 “Like King Kong’s hangnail,” countered Johnny Joe. Both boys grinned, amazed at how far human skin could actually stretch.

 Suddenly, Big Vern was standing in the gravel lane down below, shaking his fist in the air. “What the shit have you done, Billy Bud?” His nose was bloody and out of alignment, where Luke Branson had nailed him. “Turn that crap off… NOW!”

 Enthralled, Billy Bud continued to watch the movie. “Hey, Daddy… that feller in the Nixon mask has a gall bladder scar alot like yours. Just like yours, to tell the truth.”

 Big Vern did a little dance of rage in the gravel. “I said shut that thing off… PRONTO!”

 His father had said the word to end all words, but Billy Bud ignored him. Even in the face of his elder, he adhered to the Number One Rule of Drive-In Projection Maintenance and Operation. His father’s stern command was etched into his brain, never to be banished. “Son, always remember… no matter what…whether it rains or snows, whether a Tennessee tornado rips through sucking earth or Lord Jesus comes back riding a winged Pegasus with the heavenly trumpets a-blaring… never… I repeat, NEVER…turn that projector off in the middle of a showing.”

And that was exactly what Billy Bud took to heart now. He let the projector do its thing, displaying every gory and horny detail upon that big drive-in screen.

 A loud crack like a rifle shot sounded as Rhonda Sue hauled off and slapped the shit out of Big Vern. Then she marched off to her Honda Accord, red-faced and indignant. Her ample breasts bounced beneath her Lynyrd
Skynyrd t-shirt, jingling like Santa’s sleigh bells.

 “I’m coming up there, boy,” shouted Big Vern. Rhonda Sue’s handprint blazed across his left cheek like a five-fingered birthmark. “And after I bust that projector, I’m gonna bust your sorry ass!”

 Billy Bud stepped over, bolted the steel door of the projection booth, and then went back to watching the movie. The naked folks had poured the Super Slurps of blood all over a concrete picnic table, which had been turned into a makeshift altar of some kind. Marilyn Monroe had laid herself out, spread-eagled, while Nixon climbed on top of her. Billy Bud thought that was just downright wrong. It should have been the man in the JFK mask giving her a poke.

“What the shit is going on?” demanded Greg Baxter, haven woken up from his nap in the dually. “What’re you showing here, Grandstaff… pornoscopic movies? My young’uns don’t need to watch this trash!”

“I don’t mind,” said Jimmy Jack.

 “Me, either,” added Johnny Joe.

 “You boys get in this here truck!” Thelma Baxter said, dragging the twins off the top of the cab.

“Aw, Mama….!”

“And shut your eyes, for heavens sake!” She wrestled the pair into the back seat of the Dodge and slammed the door.

 Billy Bud returned his attention to the screen. Marilyn was on her hands and knees now. A lanky, white dude with a firefighter’s emblem tattooed on his butt cheek, wearing an Obama mask, was behind her, doing it doggy-style.

 Glen Oakley, the local fire chief, ground gears for a frantic moment, before speeding off, carrying the mobile movie speaker with him.

 That was when all hell broke loose. Cars and pickups started taking off, one by one, slinging dust and gravel in the air. Others stuck around, anxious to see if they could identify various tattoos, moles, and scars.

 Big Vern was at the projection booth door, whaling away at the lock with a ball-peen hammer.

 A loud crash echoed from the far side of the lot. The mayor and the county sheriff had suffered a hellacious fender-bender, trying to be the first ones out of the exit gate.

 Damn, thought Billy Bud picking up his monster magazine and hunkering down on his stool. Maybe I should have picked Heckle & Jeckle after all.





MISTER MACK & THE MONSTER MOBILE
 


“Come on, will you?” called Jimmy. “Get the lead outta your butt!”

Kyle Sadler pumped the pedals of his bike, trying desperately to catch up. “What’s the big hurry?”

“He said he had to hit road by three. It’s past one-thirty right now.”

Kyle grumbled to himself as they left the busy stretch of Fesslers Lane and headed into the industrial park. Sometimes his best friend, Jimmy Jackson, drove him crazy, especially when he got some stupid idea stuck in his head.

“Watch out for trucks!” he warned the boy ahead of him. “You don’t want to get run over, do you?” The industrial park was usually swarming with tractor-trailers.

Jimmy looked over his shoulder and rolled his eyes. “It’s the Fourth of July. Nobody’s working today, remember?”

Kyle decided to keep his mouth shut. There was no reasoning with Jimmy when he was like this. Together, they sped beneath an interstate overpass. Above, cars and trucks roared on their way through East Nashville.

A minute later, they were there. They coasted into a vacant lot choked with weeds and crushed gravel. A couple of factories stood to the right and left, but like Jimmy said, it was a holiday. They were completely deserted.

“Great! He’s still here,” said Jimmy with relief.

Kyle looked at the big travel camper parked in the middle of the abandoned lot. It was one of those expensive kinds, like the country music stars parked on Music Row downtown. It was black and gray, its windows tinted so dark that you couldn’t see through them.

“I’m not sure about this, Jimmy,” he said after they parked their bikes a few yards away.

Jimmy did that eye-rolling thing again, making Kyle want to punch him right good. “The old man’s okay, I tell you. He’s kind of like my grandpa, but alot cooler. It’s not like he’s some kinda
pediaphobe or something.”

“That’s pedophile, gerbil-brain,” Kyle told him. “Why is he parked out here in the middle of nowhere?”

Jimmy glared at him, irritated by his belly-aching. “Hey, I only brought you out here because you’re so crazy about the stuff. I mean, we can head back to the house and sit around bored out of our skulls, if you want.”

 “No. No, that’s okay. Just seems awful weird, him being out here, that’s all.”

Jimmy hopped off his bike and knocked on the bus door. They stood in the summer heat for a long, expectant moment. Then the door opened with a pneumatic whoosh.

Kyle studied the man who stood there. He was in his mid-seventies, a little heavy, with thinning hair and a white beard. He wore a red Hawaiian shirt decorated with palm fronds and parrots, black shorts, and gray Crocs. Behind his eyeglasses shown kind eyes, sparkling with a youthfulness that his face had lost long ago.

“Hi, boys,” he greeted. “Glad to see you. I was afraid you couldn’t make it.”

“I had a little trouble convincing Kyle to come,” Jimmy told him. “Get this… he thinks you might be some kinda child molester or something.”

The man smiled warmly and regarded Kyle. “Smart boy. Sounds like he has a good head on his shoulders. But, hey, I’m just a retired fella, seeing the country, that’s all. You have nothing to fear from me, son.” He reached out and shook the boy’s hand. “You can just call me Mr. Mack.”

 “See?” said Jimmy. “I told you he was okay.”

Kyle felt his anxiety drop a notch or two. “Jimmy said you had some cool stuff in your bus.”

Mr. Mack’s eyes twinkled. “I do… if you like horror movies.”

“Kyle lives on that stuff.” He turned to the boy next to him. “Don’t you?”

Kyle simply nodded. Despite his apprehension, he felt excited, anxious to see the treasuresthat Jimmy claimed was inside.

The elderly man stepped to the side and motioned into the bus. “Then, please, enter the Monster Mobile.”

Together, the boys climbed the steep stairs into the cab of the camper. It was deliciously cool inside the bus. The moment they reached the top of the steps, the doors shut behind them, sealing out the sun and heat of the sweltering July afternoon.

 Kyle felt that squirming ball of nerves in the pit of his stomach again. If his mom knew he was doing this, she would pitch a major fit.

“Right through there, boys,” said Mr. Mack. “Take your time. There’s alot to see.”

They turned toward a black velvet curtain that separated the cab from the rest of the camper. “Come on,” said Jimmy with a big grin on his freckled face. “You’re gonna love this!”

Kyle swallowed dryly. “Okay.”

Then they stepped through the dark curtains.

The overhead lights of the camper’s interior were dim, so, at first, Kyle had a hard time seeing exactly what was there. He expected to see outside through the tinted windows, but it was as though they weren’t even there. Instead the walls of the camper were covered with a vast collection of movie memorabilia and exhibits. The kind of stuff that Kyle’s bedroom was decorated with… except this was the real deal.

Vintage movie posters of Bride of Frankenstein and King Kong lined the walls, along with framed photos of some of Hollywood’s greatest horror actors standing beside a younger version of Mr. Mack. Legends like Boris Karloff, Lon Chaney, Jr., and Vincent Price. And each photograph was personally autographed to their gracious host.

Along the length of the camper stood rows of glass cases displaying some very recognizable movie props. The silver wolf’s head cane from The Wolfman, the Monster’s woolen vest and stacked shoes from Son of Frankenstein, one of Ray Harryhausen’sstop-motion models from Jason and the Argonaut, a little worse for wear, but still intact. There were dozens of other props, too, all from some of Kyle’s favorite monster movies.

Amazed, he walked over to a case that held a face mask and hands from The Creature From the Black Lagoon. “Is this stuff for real?”

Mr. Mack chuckled and nodded. “Everything here is genuine. I have the documentation to prove it. That’s one of the original masks that Ricou Browning wore during his swimming sequences as the Gillman. See that tiny port on the crown of the head? That’s where the bubbles escaped from the diving apparatus he wore beneath the suit.”

“Isn’t this great?” asked Jimmy. He was peering into a case bearing Leatherface’s patchwork mask and chainsaw from The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.

“How did you get your hands on of all this?” Kyle asked.

Mr. Mack’s eyes gleamed. “Do I detect a hint of skepticism? Well, years ago, I used to be a make-up artist in Hollywood. You know, latex appliances and stuff like that. I learned my craft from some of the best in the business, including Jack Pierce. I retired in the early seventies and took my collection of memorabilia on the road. I reckon I just couldn’t bear the thought of this stuff being stuck in some musty old museum. I’d rather take it to the public, so fans can enjoy it.”

Kyle moved to the next case. He stared at the object hanging in its temperature-controlled case.

“What’s this?”

“That’s the original cape from the movie Dracula,” said Mr. Mack.

Kyle eyed the man suspiciously. “I thought Bela Lugosi was buried in his Dracula cape.”

The old man smiled. “That’s just an urban legend. Bela gave me that cape a day or two before he died.” He pointed to a framed photo over the case that showed a decrepit Lugosi handing the vampire cape to Mr. Mack.

“I was certain that he was buried in it,” said Kyle beneath his breath. Despite all the wonders around him, the boy was beginning to think that the illustrious Mr. Mack was a downright fake. Kyle had read everything he could get his hands on concerning the old Universal monster movies and their actors. And there was one thing he knew for sure… Bela Lugosi was laid to rest in his Dracula cape. That was fact, not rumor.

“So you’re retired?” asked Jimmy. He marveled at the gray wig, flower-print dress, and butcher knife that Anthony Perkins had made famous in Hitchcock’s Psycho. “You don’t work on any of this stuff any more?”

“Oh, I dabble in it from time to time,” admitted Mr. Mack. “It’s hard to stop once you get it in your blood, I suppose.”

Kyle suddenly felt claustrophobic in the dark confines of the belly of the bus. “Well, I think we’d better get going,” he said.

Jimmy looked at him incredulously. “Are you kidding? You haven’t even checked out half of these exhibits yet. Why do you want to leave?”

“I promised Dad that I’d help him get ready for the cookout tonight,” Kyle told him firmly.

“Sorry that you’ve gotta run so soon,” said Mr. Mack regretfully. “But before you go, let me show you something that I’ve been fiddling with in my workshop.” He started toward another black velvet partition at the back of the bus. “Just stay right here. I’ll be right back. You’re gonna love this!”

When he had disappeared through the dark curtain, Jimmy turned to his friend. “What’s the deal? I bring you out here to meet this guy because you love this monster stuff so much and you want to cut out right in the middle of it? I thought you’d have a million questions for the guy…about all those great monster movies and the ones who acted in them.”

 “This guy is a big fake,” Kyle whispered, not wanted the old man to overhear their conversation. “I don’t think he worked with any of them. And I think he’s lying about being a make-up artist. I’ve read tons of books on the subject and never once came across anyone named Mack.”

“But what about all these cool props? They’re for real, aren’t they?”

“I doubt it,” said Kyle. “Oh, they’re elaborate fakes, but I don’t think they’re the real props. And those photos of him and Karloff and Lugosi… well, you can trick up any kind of photo with a computer these days.”

Jimmy shook his head in disgust. “Okay, okay! We’ll go. But, if you ask me, you’re just being paranoid.”

Abruptly the rustle of curtains drew their attention. They turned and gasped.

Behind them, dressed in a Hawaiian shirt and shorts, was a hideous monster.

At least his head was that of some horrid creature. The tanned arms and legs were still those of their elderly host, Mr. Mack. Kyle stared, startled, at the monster’s face. The skin was a glossy charcoal gray in color with knotty black veins running throughout, like the exposed roots of a tree. The eyes were bulbous and moist; yellow with a network of bulging purple veins and shiny green pupils. It was the teeth that caused his heart to race the most, though. They were small and black, but wickedly jagged and as sharp as razor blades.

Kyle had seen hundreds of horror movies, but never had he seen a creature that looked so damned real.

“Man, you gave us a start!” said Jimmy, finally catching his breath. “That mask just about made me crap in my britches!”

Mr. Mack chuckled. It came out as a soft, wet, bubbling noise.

Slowly, Kyle began to back toward the front of the bus.

“Don’t tell me that you’re still spooked!” laughed Jimmy. He turned back to the man in the Hawaiian shirt. “Great mask, Mr. Mack. But how did you make it? You haven’t lost your touch. I really like how you make the veins throb like that.”

Mr. Mack said nothing. He simply started forward… grinning…. with those jagged, black teeth.

“Let’s get out of here!” urged Kyle. He suddenly smelled a strange odor in the air of the bus. A stench sort of like the marigolds in his mother’s flower garden.

“What?” asked Jimmy. He seemed disoriented, as he stared at his pal. “What’s that terrible stink?”

 “It’s coming from him!” Kyle wondered if he should have said it.

 Jimmy began to follow his friend, but his face grew strangely pale and he began to gasp for breath. “I… I don’t feel right,” he said. “My legs…”He collapsed under his own weight. “They… they aren’t working.”

 Kyle tried his best to reach the curtained partition at the front of the bus, but, he too, was beginning to feel weak and out of kilter. His nasal passages began to sting and his tongue grew numb. “What’s happening?” he muttered thickly, then fell into the aisle between the display cases. His arms and legs began to twitch and convulse involuntarily.

Mr. Mack started toward them, tiny teeth grating one against the other.

“Oh God,” whimpered Jimmy, unable to move now. “He is a pediaphobe.”

“Pedophile,” corrected Kyle sadly. His voice was barely audible, even to himself.

The boy lay on his back staring at the recessed lighting of the ceiling. Then there he was. Mr. Mack… or what masqueraded as Mr. Mack. He stared at Kyle for a long moment with those bulging yellow eyes. Then he bent downward and, with no effort at all, lifted Kyle into his arms.

“No,” whispered Kyle. “Please.”

“Don’t worry,” he was assured in that wet, guttural voice that had replaced the elderly man’s kindly tone. “I won’t hurt you. I promise.”

Mr. Mack turned and, almost tenderly, began to carry him toward the chamber at the back of the bus.

As Kyle’s consciousness began to fade, panic suddenly spiked in the ten-year-old’s brain. What’s he going to do to me? his thoughts screamed. Rape me? Kill me? He stared up at those sharp little teeth, gnashing in festered gray gums. Eat me?

With the last, lingering bit of energy he could muster, he reached out with his right hand and clawed at the man’s left arm. The skin with its liverspots and coarse white hair came away in his hand. Latex. Underneath was the same wet, gray flesh that covered the face that leered horribly down at him.

 “Don’t be afraid,” said Mr. Mack soothingly. “Trust me.”

Then Kyle was carried through the folds of the black curtains and into a much deeper darkness.



* * * *



Phillip Mitchell checked his paperwork and nodded grimly. Then he opened the door to Room 439 and knocked quietly. “Mind if I come in?” he asked.

Betty Sadler looked up from a romance novel she had been reading and smiled. “Hi, Dr. Mitchell.”

 “How’s my favorite patient today?” he asked. He took Kyle’s chart from the foot of the bed and checked it. He took a pen from the breast pocket of his white coat and made a few necessary notes.

“He seems less agitated,” said the boy’s mother. “He’s resting better than he did yesterday.”

“I suppose he just had to regain his bearings… after what happened,” the doctor told her. “So, how are you doing?”

Betty closed her book and shook her head. Tears bloomed in her eyes. “I don’t know. Frankly, I’m not sure how to feel. I’m sorry… I’m having a difficult time with this.”

Mitchell laid a reassuring hand on her trembling shoulder. “Kyle is going to be okay. You have nothing to worry about.”

The woman wiped away her tears, but her fear remained. “Doctor… did that bastard… did he…?” She couldn’t bring herself to say the word. “The tests yesterday… the examination?”

Doctor Mitchell crouched down until his face was level with hers. “I’m going to be blunt, Mrs. Sadler, but only for your own peace of mind. No, we found no evidence of sexual abuse. And there was no trace of semen whatsoever.”

“Thank God.”

“Doc?” came a weak voice from behind them.

Mitchell stood and turned toward the bed. Kyle was awake. He lay there, hooked up to IVs and monitors, looking pale. The flesh around his eyes appeared dark and shadowy, almost bruised.

“Good morning, little buddy,” said the doctor. “How are you feeling today?”

“Weaker than water,” said the boy with a sigh. “Better than yesterday, I guess.”

The physician did a short examination; checking his vital signs, pupil dilation, and breathing. He laid the flat of his palm on the boy’s mid-section for a long moment. The boy flinched. “Still tender?”

“A little,” admitted Kyle.

Doctor Mitchell sat on the edge of the bed and smiled at the ten-year-old. “I don’t want to upset you, Kyle, but someone from the police department will be stopping by later on to talk to you. About what happened in the industrial park.”

Kyle shrugged his shoulders weakly. “I don’t really remember much of anything. It’s all pretty

hazy.”

The doctor was thoughtful for a moment. “Kyle… could you tell me about the man in the camper? This ‘Mr. Mack’? Can you describe him to me?”

A haunted look shown in the boy’s sunken eyes. “He just looked like a harmless old man,” he told the doctor. “Almost bald, a white beard, glasses.” Then Kyle’s voice lowered a bit, almost fearfully. “But that wasn’t his real face.”

Abruptly, a crash came from the adjoining bathroom. They turned their eyes to see a middle-aged black woman in green scrubs standing in the doorway. Her eyes were wide. Startled.

“Hi, Sophie,” said Mitchell. “I didn’t know you were in there.”

“I was cleaning,” she said.

“Everything okay?”

“Yes, sir. I just dropped something that’s all.” She stared not at the doctor, but at the boy in the bed. Then she turned and went back to work.

Doctor Mitchell smiled at his patient. “You rest up, Kyle, and I’ll check in on you later.”

“Okay,” agreed Kyle.

The doctor stood up and started toward the door.

“Uh, Doc? How’s Jimmy doing?”

Mitchell wondered if his smile looked too forced and false. He hoped not. “We’ll talk about Jimmy later.” Then he left before the boy could ask any further questions.

As he left the fourth floor pediatric ward and started back to his office, Doctor Mitchell mulled over Kyle Sadler’s condition in his mind. The boy was terribly weak and anemic, but that wasn’t what concerned him. It was the tests that had him worried. Particularly the CAT scan they had done yesterday afternoon.

He hadn’t exactly told Betty Sadler the entire truth. Kyle had been abused, but not sexually. Rather, the tests had shown that the boy had been mistreated in other, more subtle ways.

For lack of a better term, Mitchell referred to it as anatomical molestation. The natural position of several of Kyle’s internal organs had been altered. The boy’s liver had swapped places with his stomach, and his kidneys were positioned at the front of his abdominal cavity, rather than the rear. The pancreas was completely missing and, in its place, was a strange organ that shouldn’t have even been there… but one that served the exact same function. Mitchell had not done exploratory surgery on the boy, but he knew how the organ looked; pear-shaped and pale purple, almost lavender in color. He also knew that the cellular tissue was unlike any known to man. Living tissue that was totally alien to modern medicine.

He knew that for a fact, because Kyle wasn’t the first child to be admitted into his care. Three others – a boy and two girls – had suffered similar fates during the past two months. And all possessed that strange, new organ where their pancreas once was.

Another thing that concerned Mitchell was the matter of Jimmy Jackson. He hadn’t told Kyle, but his best friend was missing. When Kyle had been discovered alongside his bike in the vacant lot, he had been found alone.



* * * *



That evening, as she cleaned the big windows of the hospital lobby, Sophie Taylor stared into the rainy twilight beyond the panes. Her hands trembled nervously as she worked.

“Sophie?”

 She turned at the sound of the man’s voice and found Phillip Mitchell standing behind her, dressed in his street clothes. At first, she could only stare at him.

“Sophie… are you alright?” he asked, concerned. “You seemed upset this afternoon… in Kyle

Sadler’s room.”

She wanted so badly to tell him, but, instead, she lied. “I’m okay, Dr. Mitchell. It’s just this business with the children. It has me spooked, that’s all.”

The doctor nodded. “I know how you feel,” he said.

No, she thought. You couldn’t possibly know.

“Well, good night, Sophie,” said Doctor Mitchell. Then he left the lobby and sprinted through the rain toward his car.

She watched as he pulled out of the parking lot and into the traffic. You should have told him, she thought. Absently, she pressed the palm of her hand against her belly, just below the diaphragm and felt the steady thrum-thrum-thrum of a pulse where none should have been.

Sophie had taught herself to ignore it, but it had grown stronger since the children were admitted.

It had happened a long time ago, back in Alabama. It was 1974. She had been nine years old. She was walking home from the store when a man pulled up in his camper… a Winnebago, she believed it was. Balding, white beard, eyeglasses. He had been black, though, not white.”But that wasn’t his real face, the boy in Room 439 had said.

He had asked her if she liked monster movies. Of course, she had said yes. Her and her sister went to the picture show every Saturday and saw all those spooky movies that came out. After it was over, they found her in a creekbed, nearly dead. Folks thought that she’d had a seizure or something. She never told them about him. She didn’t know why. They would have probably thought she was crazy if she had.

Sophie tried to drive the awful memories from her thoughts as she worked. Frightened, she peered through the rain-speckled window. At the far end of the parking lot, a few spaces from her own car, was a camper. Not a Winnebago, but one of those big fine travel coaches. It was black with gray trim.

An eerie feeling overtook her. It’s probably just some family visiting a patient, she told herself. Sometimes kinfolk from out of state would show up in campers, to avoid paying for a hotel.

The pulse in her abdomen grew stronger. Thrum, thrum, thrum. She nearly doubled over as it began to quicken.

What’s the matter with me? she wondered. At first she was sure that she was having a heart attack. But this had nothing at all to do with her heart.

THRUM, THRUM, THRUM!

The ding of the elevator sounded across the lobby behind her and she turned.

Sophie caught a fleeting glimpse of a lab coat, with the trace of a Hawaiian shirt between the lapels. Red with parrots and palms.

Then the doors closed and the elevator began to climb steadily toward the fourth floor.





THE PEDDLER’S JOURNEY
 


 “Tell us, Grandpa!”

 Chester McCorkendale shared his little brother’s enthusiasm. “Yeah, come on, Grandpa,” he urged, sitting on the threadbare rug before the hearth. “Tell us the story about the Ghostly Peddler!”

 Grandpa eyed the boys with ancient eyes and smiled. He took a puff on the brier pipe he clutched in yellowed dentures and let the blue smoke roll from his nostrils like dragon’s breath. “Ah, you boys have heard that old tale every Christmas Eve since you were knee-high to a grasshopper.”

 “But we want to hear it again,” David demanded. “It’s like a… you know, whaddaya call it?”

 “Tradition,” his big brother told him. “Come on, Grandpa. Nobody tells it like you do.”

 Grandpa McCorkendale chuckled and leaned back in his hickory wood rocker, causing it to creak dryly. He glanced around the cramped main room of the cabin. The crackling fire cast a warm, orange glow over the walls papered with newsprint, the stones of the hearth, and the long, dangling stockings that drooped from the mantle; stockings that had been darned by their Ma a half dozen times or so. Yes, this was the place to tell the old story again, and most certainly the time.

 Grandpa couldn’t help but string them along a bit further, though. “Are you sure you want ghost stories and not “The Night Before Christmas” or the birth of Jesus? I’ll just go filling your head full of haints and horrors, and you boys’ll never get to sleep tonight.”

“Are you gonna tell it or what?” snapped David, rolling his eyes.

 Chester elbowed his brother sharply. He didn’t want David to cross the fine line between childish pestering and disrespecting an elder. That was one thing Grandpa, no matter how patient he was, would not tolerate. There was no need to go fishing for a hide-tanning… especially on Christmas Eve.

 Grandpa’s eyes sparkled. “All right. I won’t leave you waiting any longer. Your Ma and Pa’s done gone to bed, and you’d best get nestled beneath the quilts yourself.” He grinned around the stem of his pipe. “Besides, if Ol’ Saint Nick can’t make it this year, ‘cause of this dadblamed Depression and all, then the Ghostly Peddler might just show up, bearing gifts.”

The very thought of the mountain ghost standing before their hearth sent a delicious chill shivering through their bones. They lay on their bellies on the horsehair rug, their chins planted in their palms, waiting for the storyteller to begin.

 Grandpa puffed on his pipe a moment more, staring almost dreamily into the blue haze of tobacco smoke. “They say it happened in the winter of 1869. The cannons that echoed violently down in the valley during the War Betwixt the States had scarcely been silent four years when the old man showed up at the township of Maryville. He was an Irishman, burly and quick with a smile and a joke, his hair and whiskers the color of rusty door hinges. No one knew the feller’s name, just knew that he toted a pack upon his back full of medicines and notions, and some wooden toys he’d whittled with a sharp blade and a steady hand. There was no general store in Maryville at the time, just a way station that doubled as a tavern and inn. The Peddler, as folks called him, showed up that late December, brimming with songs and stories and a belly big enough to hold his share of beer and bourbon when the menfolk of the village were generous enough to buy him a round or two.”

 Grandpa paused and eyed his two grandsons. “Now, I ain’t boring you, am I? You’re not feeling too sleepy to go on, are you?”

 “No, sir!” the boys chimed in together.

 The elderly man nodded and went on. “Well, it was nigh on to Christmas Eve, when the Peddler heard tell of a child up in these Tennessee mountains. The boy had fallen beneath a logging wagon and his leg had been shattered, broken in three places. The old peddler was a man of great heart and he felt compassion for the crippled boy. He also learned that the family was hard-hit with poverty. They were dirt-floor poor with scarcely two nickels to rub together.”

 “So what’d he do, Grandpa?” asked David, although he had heard the story many times before.

“Well, what he did was get out his whittling knife and a slab of white oak and he went to work. The crowd at the tavern grew silent as they watched him carve the most skillfully-crafted figure of a running stallion that they ever did seen. It was common knowledge that the lame boy on the mountain was a lover of horses, although he and his family had none to call their own. So the Peddler carved this here toy horse out of wood. Lordy Mercy, they said the little stallion looked so life-like that it might have galloped across the tabletop with oaken hooves, if the old man had possessed the magic to breathe such life into it.

 “Well now, the folks there in the tavern tried to talk the Peddler out of it, but he got it in his head that he should take that toy to the crippled child that very night. It had snowed the majority of the day and it was awful cold outside. But no matter how much they argued with him, the Peddler’s heart proved much bigger than his common sense. He bundled up, lifted his pack, and ventured out into the frigid darkness. Having gotten the directions to the boy’s cabin from the barkeep, he began his long, dark journey into the foothills, and then onward toward the lofty peaks of the Appalachians.”

 A German clock on the stone mantelpiece chimed the hour of nine. “Are you sure you young’uns ain’t hankering to get to bed? You’ve had a busy day and you look plumb tuckered out.”

 “No, sir!” they said, their eyes wide with anticipation. “Please, go on.”

 Grandpa drew on his pipe again. “Very well… but here is where the spooky part comes along. You see, that peddler got as far as Gimble’s Gap and was suddenly trapped in the worse snowstorm the mountains had seen in a month of Sundays. The blizzard was so cold and icy, and its wind so blustery, that the Peddler couldn’t see three feet in front of him. But still he had it in his mind to visit the boy that very night and he trudged onward, through the driving flurries and deep drifts. Somewhere along the way, he lost his way. He could have turned back right then and there, and probably made it to the tavern alive. But the Peddler was a stubborn feller and he continued his night’s journey through the icy darkness with that wooden horse clutched in one gloved hand. But the struggle of stepping through the high drifts and the force of the winter wind pushing against him took its toll. It wore him plumb out and slowed him down considerably.”

 “But he never got there, did he, Grandpa?” asked Chester, although he already knew the answer.

“No, grandson, he never did. His journey up the mountain was in vain. Some of the men from the tavern grew concerned and the following morning, after the blizzard had subsided, they took off up the mountain, looking for him. On about the afternoon of Christmas Day, they found him, frozen to the trunk of a deadfall. They said he was a gruesome sight to behold! His clothing was icy and as hard as stone. His curly red beard was now snowy white, his rosy face was pale and blue, and even his eyeballs were covered over with frost. The old man was dead, having grown exhausted from his treacherous journey and frozen to death on the trunk of that fallen sycamore.”

 Grandpa’s eyes narrowed a bit, a peculiar look crossing his wrinkled face. “However, there was one strange thing they noticed before they pried his carcass from the log and carried him back down the mountain. The hand that had clutched the wooden horse was empty now… and in the snow, leading away from the dead body of its creator, were the prints of tiny hooves.”

Chester and David shuddered in wondrous fright. “So that was the end of the tale?”

“No, by George!” proclaimed Grandpa. “For, you see, every Christmas Eve, the Ghostly Peddler roams the hills and hollows of these here mountains, in search of that wooden horse. The spirit of that stubborn Irishman still has it in his mind to find that wandering pony and give it to its rightful owner… that crippled boy from long years past. But as he makes that lonesome journey, his benevolence still rings as clear as a church bell. He leaves toys, carved by his ghostly hand, in the stockings of the young’uns of these Tennessee mountains, if only for the chance to warm his frozen bones by their midnight fire.”

 The boys grinned at one another. “Do you think the Peddler will leave us something tonight?” asked David hopefully.

 Grandpa tamped out the dregs of his pipe, laid it on the arm of his rocking chair, and stood up. His joints popped as he stretched. “I wouldn’t doubt you boys finding a play-pretty in your stockings come daybreak. But he ain’t gonna come with you up and about. Best dress for bed and snuggle beneath those covers. He oughta be roaming the mountains on around midnight, looking for that wooden stallion.”

 Both boys hopped up from the floor, eager to get to sleep. “Goodnight, Grandpa,” they said, heading for their parents room and the little bed they shared there.

“Goodnight, boys,” he said, heading for the third room of the cabin and his own bed. “And a very Merry Christmas to you both.”

 Before long, they had settled into the comfort of feather mattress, beneath toasty patchwork quilts, and drifted into their separate slumbers. The mountain cabin grew still and quiet. The only sounds to be heard were the crackling of the fire in the hearth and the lonesome howling of a winter wind outside the frosted windowpanes.



A little before midnight, Chester crept from his bed, careful not to rouse his sleeping brother. The story of the Ghostly Peddler was fresh and alive in his mind. Knowing that he really oughtn’t to do it, he left the bedroom and snuck across the main room, past the hearth. He took up sentry behind his grandfather’s high-backed rocker, tucked, unseen, in the shadows just behind.

 Chester waited for what seemed to be a very long time. He did not feel the least bit sleepy, though. He crouched there, watching intently, his ears straining for the least little sound. Once or twice, he thought he heard something scamper across the roughly-hewn boards of the plank floor, but knew that it was probably the mouse that had taken up residence there in the cold months prior to Christmas; the rodent who had helped itself to their cornmeal and winter cheese, much to Ma’s displeasure.

 Finally, the clock chimed the hour of twelve. Chester sat there in breathless anticipation, listening, watching through the pickets of the old rocking chair. He heard a noise in the cabin… the mouse again, he first thought. But, no, it seemed to originate from something a mite larger than a mouse; more like a muskrat or a chipmunk, perhaps. And the tiny footfalls were odd, too. They sounded more like small clopping, than the skittering of sharply-nailed animal feet upon the floorboards.

 For several minutes, Chester sat there. He listened intently, but could hear nothing else. Then, abruptly and without warning, the cabin door burst open. A gust of icy wind, laden with snowflakes as big as goose feathers, blew inside, causing the flames of the hearth to gutter and snap. Then, with the winter’s draft, appeared a broad form. He stepped into the cabin and, just as suddenly as before, the pine door closed shut.

 Chester’s heart thundered in his young chest. There, standing in the center of the main room, was a burly man dressed in icy rags. His broad face was pale blue in color and his hair and beard were covered with frost and jagged icicles. It was the man’s eyes that terrified the boy, though. They looked about the room, the orbs frozen and coated with a thin sheen of ice, the pupils barely visible.

 So the old stories were true. It was him at last… the Ghostly Peddler!

 Chester watched, transfixed in horror, as the spirit crossed the room. He crouched a bit, as though searching the floor for something. That peculiar sound echoed again… the rat or whatever it was.

“I hear ye now,” rasped the ghost in a coarse whisper. “Ye’d best not try to hide from me, little one. Your shoeprints have led me to this very door.”

 Chester wasn’t at all sure who the Ghostly Peddler was talking to, until the old man reached between the woodbox and his mother’s sewing basket and brought something out into the firelight. He watched in utter amazement as the spirit held the tiny creature aloft. It was a small, wooden stallion, bucking and whinnying, as it struggled to escape the icy grasp of the Peddler’s gloved hand.

 “Gotcha!” laughed the old man in triumph. “After all these years, I’m at journey’s end.”

 Chester watched as the ghost walked to the stone hearth. It was there that an incredible transformation took place. The old peddler stood before the glow of the crackling flames, seeming to drink in its golden warmth. The icy exterior of the apparition slowly melted away, revealing a robust Irishman wearing a worn tweed suitcoat, britches, walking boots, and a brown derby hat. His face grew rosy, his beard its true color of rusty redness, and his eyes sparkled a brilliant hazel green. A grin crossed his ruddy face and he sighed contentedly.

“Tis grand to be amongst the living again,” he said aloud. “If only for a wee time.”

Chester watched as the Peddler set the wooden stallion on the stone mantle. The tiny horse reared defiantly, flashing its small hooves and snorting in frustration. Then it trotted to and fro, down one end of the stone ledge to the other. The old man opened his leather pack and took several wooden toys from inside; a top, building blocks, a couple of soldiers brandishing muskets and calvary swords. He deposited them in the boys’ stockings, nodding to himself in satisfaction.

 When he spoke again, he spoke not to himself, but to Chester.

“I know you’re there, lad,” he said. “Peering at me from behind the chair. Come here, will ye? I wish to entrust a very special gift unto your care.”

 Curiously, Chester stood up and walked toward the hearth. Strangely enough he was not frightened by the ghostly Irishman who stood before the fire. When he came within six feet of the old man, the Peddler took the horse from the mantle and extended it to him. “See to it that young Johnny receives this present, will ye not? I meant for him to have it very long time ago… but, alas, the journey here was much further than I could have ever imagined.”

“Yes, sir,” muttered Chester. He reached out for the stallion, but it whinnied and snapped at him with its tiny oaken teeth.

 “Go on. Take it now. It’ll not harm ye, boy.”

Chester took hold of the squirming animal and, the moment his fingertips touched it, the stallion became no more than a wooden toy again.

 “I’m much obliged to ye,” said the Peddler with a courteous tip of his bowler.

 Chester stepped back a few feet and watched as the ghost closed his eyes, breathed deeply, and beamed a great smile. “My work here is done,” he said softly. “Dear Father, take me hither to me heavenly home.” Then his burly form grew as bright and brilliant as a white-hot horseshoe in a blacksmith’s forge. The Peddler seemed to dissolve into a thousand fiery cinders, which swirled about the cabin for a frantic moment, then flew up the dark channel of the stone chimney and skyward into the snowy night.

 Chester stood there for a moment, dazed. He looked down at his flannel nightshirt and his bare feet and wondered it had only been a dream… that perhaps he had merely been sleep-walking. But then he looked at the stockings filled with toys and the wooden stallion in his hand and he knew for a fact that it had all taken place.

He heard movement behind him and turned to find Grandpa standing there in the doorway of his bedroom. “What’s going on?” asked the elderly man drowsily. “I thought I heard voices.”

Chester smiled, his eyes livid with excitement. “You did,” he replied. He held the wooden horse out to his grandfather. “I was told to give this to you… or, rather, to young Johnny.”

With a trembling hand, Grandpa took the toy, his eyes brimming with youthful wonder. “So he finally made it,” he said. “After all these years.”

 Chester watched as John McCorkendale gently cradled the wooden stallion with the reverence of some great and long sought after treasure. Then, limping, the old man returned to the comfort of his bed… and boyish dreams of decades long past.





TANGLEWOOD
 


Tanglewood / n. (from the Irish Gaelic aimhreidh
adhmad)

An impenetrable stand of vegetation

A secretive lair

A place of entrapment



I took the shortcut occasionally, when I was hard-pressed for time.

It was a lonely thoroughfare off the left-hand side of the highway; a rambling dirt stretch called Tanglewood Road. It cut through a particularly desolate stand of woods, but conveniently so, bypassing the bothersome curves of State Route 443 and reconnecting on its eastern side, slicing a good fifteen minutes off your traveling time.

I was running late that afternoon. I’d taken my black lab, Midnight, to the vet for his annual shots, but it had taken longer than I had expected. The clock on the dash of my jeep read 3:47 where it would have read 3:00 if things had gone according to plan. I saw the dirt turnoff up ahead and steered off the highway into the shady stretch of Tanglewood Road, hoping that it would buy me some much needed time.

 I could imagine Karla at home; waiting, fuming. We were supposed to be at her boss’s house at Center Hill Lake at four o’clock, for some sort of company outing. Burgers and hot dogs, lewd jokes and too much drinking, at least for my taste. Maybe a late night excursion on Phil Jenson’s pontoon boat; more laughter, more alcohol, and, before it was over with, a few uninhibited souls skinny-dipping in the dark waters of the lake. And, more than likely, Karla would have a little too much to drink and be right in the middle of it all. At least until I hauled her drunken ass out of the water and took her home in the early hours of the morning.

 I was in a hurry to get there, but that didn’t mean that I was looking forward to it. I would have just as soon sat this party out, but that would have been unacceptable in Karla’s eyes. Our absence would have made her look bad in front of her co-workers… and her precious boss.

 Onward I drove. The stretch of dense forest along Tanglewood Road was about as abandoned and forlorn as you could possibly get. Tall stands of pine and cedar stretched on either side, their upper branches interlacing, forming an almost impenetrable canopy over the straight avenue of rutted dirt road. Shadow hung heavily across the bordering thickets of honeysuckle and kudzu that lined the roadway and, every now and then, a little sunshine would peek through overhead, dappling the wooded darkness with speckles of pale light.

I looked over to where Midnight occupied the jeep’s passenger seat. He seemed to have gotten over the trauma of his visit to the veterinarian. The lab’s head hung out the open window, luxuriously enjoying the rush of the wind, his ears arched back and his tongue lolling from his mouth. The picture of canine contentment.

 When I turned my eyes back to the road, I cussed and slammed on my brakes. But it was too late. My front left tire hit a jagged tree limb lying in the middle of the road. I heard a loud thwump and knew at once that my intended shortcut had just gone straight to hell in a handbasket, as my grandmother used to say. I cut the wheel sharply to the right, avoiding running over the limb with my rear tires. But the damage had already been done. I drove a few more yards and felt that tell-tale limp of a fatally flat tire.

“Damn!” I said and braked to a halt. I sat there for a long moment, hands clenching the steering wheel tightly, my eyes closed in disgust. Just what I needed… something else for my wife to bitch about when I finally made it home. Whenever that would be.

I opened my eyes and looked over at Midnight. He looked back at me with that asinine doggy grin of his. What happened? he seemed to ask. Why did you stop? You know how much I enjoy that whole head-hanging-out-the-car-window thing. And you pull a stupid stunt like this.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said aloud. “Stand in line, buddy. Karla’s got first dibs at making me feel like dirt, okay.”

Midnight simply wagged his tail as if in total agreement.

I sighed and climbed out of the jeep. It was hot that July afternoon; muggy and swelteringly uncomfortable. It hadn’t seemed so bad, driving fifty miles per hour with the wind rushing through the windows. But now the oppressive humidity could be felt, full force. My t-shirt began to cling damply to my chest and back. It would only get worse when I set to the task of changing the tire.

 I could picture Karla in the living room, dressed and ready. Pacing the floor, calling me every nasty name in the book.

 Midnight hopped out of the open door and joined me on the deserted road. “Well, let’s get to it, boy,” I said. Together, we walked around to the back of the jeep.

I was lucky that I had taken the jeep to the vet that day, instead of the Lexus. It sported a full-sized spare tire on a swing bracket on the back hatch, instead of one of those silly little donut tires that didn’t look like it would hold up a Radio Flyer wagon. I unfastened the tire, then opened the hatch and rummaged around for the jack and lug wrench.

 I found myself thinking about Karla and the love-making session we had shared early that morning. Sleepy two-spoons coupling had turned into amorous caresses and, eventually, intercourse. Even in the gloom of the bedroom, I could tell that Karla wasn’t completely with the program. Her body responded, but her mind was somewhere else. Or with someone else.

Pushing the uneasiness from my mind, I tossed the tools that I needed in the dirt next to the flattened tire and went to work loosening the lug nuts. Midnight sat on his haunches and watched me curiously as I got four of the bolts loose and, of course, struggled frustratingly with the fifth and last.

Then, suddenly, the lab’s ears perked and his head turned. He stood up on all fours and stared off into the forest.

“What is it, boy?” I asked absently.

Midnight took several steps toward the edge of the road, his gaze intense as he continued to survey the dark shadows of the deep woods to the left of the vehicle. Then he began to bark.

I finally got the last lug nut off and pulled the wheel off. I stood and looked off in the direction that seemed to hold his attention. Frankly, I could see nothing that would get him so riled up. Maybe he had caught a glimpse of a jackrabbit or a tree squirrel. Living in the up-scale subdivision that Karla and I occupied, Midnight didn’t come across such woodland creatures very often. We’d had a raccoon that had gotten into the trash cans late last summer, but he had taken his leave when our garbage hadn’t suited his dietary needs.

“Don’t let those critters spook you, Midnight,” I told him.

But the lab continued to bark. I reached out to run a comforting hand across the back of his head, but abruptly he was out of reach. He took off like a black torpedo, leaping into the thicket and heading into the patches of shadowy darkness amid the pines.

“Come back here, Midnight!” I called to him. But he would hear none of it. He bounded through the deep kudzu and, soon, was completely out of sight.

I stood there for a moment and listened. I recognized the type of bark he was unleashing now; the high-pitched, frantic barking he emitted when he came across a bitch in heat. I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Go on and get you some, you horny bastard,” I said beneath my breath, then turned back to the job at hand.

I rolled the spare into line and struggled to position the wheel on the front rotor. When I finally got the right bolts in the right holes, I reached for the lug nuts. My hand stopped short of the first nut when Midnight let out a shrill yelp.

I stood up and turned around. “Midnight?” I called out.

Another yelp… this time full of confusion and pain.

“Boy? Are you okay?”

 I was answered only by silence. I peered into the forest, but could see no sign of the black lab that had been my bosom buddy since college.

 What have you gotten into? I thought to myself. Disgusted, I left the jeep and, stepping into the thicket, began to carefully make my way toward the woods.

It took me several minutes, but I finally found where Midnight had gone to. I picked my way through a dense clump of blackberry bramble and found him in a small, grassy clearing. The lab was lying on his side. His breathing was shallow and his paws twitched spasmodically.

 “What’s wrong, old fella?” I said softly as I knelt next to him. There was a strange cast to his normally bright eyes. They seemed glazed and out of focus.

What happened? I wondered fearfully. Did a snake bite him? I looked around, but saw no sign of a copperhead or rattlesnake. That didn’t mean he hadn’t been bitten by one though.

I tugged gently at his collar. “Come on, boy. Let’s get you back to the jeep.”

Midnight simply lay there, though, whimpering like a whipped puppy.

I was wondering exactly how I was going to get him back to the road, when I heard a faint sound behind me. The tiny noise of a footstep snapping a twig in half.

Startled, I jumped up and turned around.

For one long moment, I couldn’t comprehend what I was looking at.

It was a boy, perhaps nine years of age. He was lanky, with spiky red hair, blue eyes, and freckles on his face and arms. He wore an orange Tennessee Vols t-shirt and denim shorts, and a pair of ragged sneakers on his feet.

I couldn’t help but take a step backward, nearly tripping over Midnight in the process.

It was a boy I had known a very long time ago. A boy from my childhood.

A boy who had been dead twenty-two years come this August.

His name was Joey Messner and he had been my best friend. I painfully recalled the accident that had taken his life. We had been climbing a big oak tree that was in his father’s cow pasture. Joey and I were racing to the top, recklessly, laughing all the way, when Joey’s footing gave way and he fell. I still remember that sickening crack as the back of his head struck a lower limb, snapping his neck. I’d hurried down as fast as I could and found him, crumpled and dying, on the ground below, his eyes wide with confusion and his mouth working silently, like a fish gasping for sustenance. I ran to fetch his father, but, by the time we got back, Joey was dead.

 And now here he was, after all these years, standing in front of me.

 “Hiya, Robbie,” he said. He lifted his hand from his side and gave me that secret salute we came up with that summer; a thumbs-up, followed by an immediate thumbs-down.

 I felt disoriented. What’s happening? I thought to myself. This isn’t real.

 Hurriedly, I tugged at Midnight’s collar, bringing him shakily to his feet with some effort. Slowly, I retreated and steered the black lab back through the blackberry bramble, toward the road. Joey simply stood there and grinned that lopsided, mischievous grin that was his trademark. The grin that no amount of mortician’s cosmetology could duplicate during his visitation at the funeral home.

 We were back through the tangle of underbrush and nearly to the road, when Midnight shuddered and collapsed. The dog was big – well over a hundred pounds – but I managed to carry him the rest of the way. I dumped him into the passenger seat of the jeep, then turned around. Joey stood next to a mossy deadfall, giving me the live-or-die salute again.

 “Hey, Robbie,” he called to me.

 I knelt beside the front wheel and quickly began to fumble for the lug nuts. Despite the heat of the summer afternoon, I felt chilled to the bone. I shuddered as I worked, wanting to tighten those lug nuts back into place and then get the hell out of that place.

 I was down to the last two, when Joey’s voice came again, this time only inches from my right ear. “Remember me?”

 It startled me so, that the lug wrench slipped, skinning my knuckles and bringing blood. I cussed and glanced over my shoulder, expecting to see him there, only a few feet away. But he was still where he had been before, standing beside the deadfall. This time, however, his head was lolled unnaturally backward, so far that I could only see the tip of his chin above his shoulders. He waved at me.

“Come on, come on!” I hissed beneath my breath. Finally, I got the last nut on. I released the jack, tossed the tools and flat in the back of the jeep, and hopped inside.

 “Robbie,” called Joey from the edge of the woods. “Where ya going, buddy?”

 I started up the jeep and took off. I didn’t want to, but I glanced in the sideview mirror when I’d gotten a few yards down the lonesome stretch of Tanglewood Road. Joey Messner still stood there, his head back in its proper place now. A peculiar expression had replaced that silly grin of his. An expression that I could only describe as disappointment.



 The party at the lake had been the social disaster that I had expected it to

be.

We had arrived an hour and fifteen minutes late, a fact that Karla reminded me of constantly during our drive to the lakehouse. Once there, my time had been divided between putting up with Karla’s annoying co-workers and trying to keep my wife in line. Karla was bound and determined to be the life of the party, however. Too little food and too much to drink had turned her into a loud, obnoxious tease, and she made the rounds with the men in the crowd; joking and flirting.

 I would have been terribly embarrassed by her behavior, if my thoughts hadn’t been preoccupied with what had happened earlier on the old backroad. I mostly stuck to a neutral corner that night, nursing a club soda with lime and trying to rationalize it all.

 The thing with Midnight was pretty much clear cut; either he had reacted negatively to his shots or he had been bitten by a poisonous snake. I had insisted that we rush him back to the veterinarian, but Karla had shot that idea down quickly. “I swear, Rob, sometimes I think you love that damn dog more than you love me,” she had snapped.

 Sometimes I wondered that myself.

 The incident with the boy who looked like Joey Messner was what troubled me the most. Leaning against the railing of the boat, with music blaring and people enjoying themselves to the max, I began to wonder if I had simply imagined the entire episode. Perhaps I had been so distraught over Midnight’s condition that I had imagined the entire thing. But why? I hadn’t thought of Joey in years. Why would he suddenly resurface at such a strange time and place, in the way he had?

 Am I going nuts? I couldn’t help but wonder. Has Karla finally pushed me over the edge?

 A burst of loud, lustful laughter from my wife jolted me from my thoughts. My suspicions had been correct. She had already shed her clothes and was in the lake, along with several others. Among them was the bossman himself. He and Karla swam away from the others, suspiciously and inappropriately close, as I watched.

 We got home around two-thirty the following morning. As I suspected, I’d had to fight to get her to leave. Karla had cussed and belittled me in front of her friends as I escorted her down the dock to where our car was parked. Phil Jenson had watched us, with an amused smile on his tanned face.

 When we got home, Karla was totally out of it. I left her to sleep it off in the Lexus.

 I found poor Midnight lying on the garage floor, dead. He was curled up in a fetal position and his pitch black coat had turned snow white in color.



 A couple of months passed.

 It was a Friday evening and I was returning home from work. I was particularly stressed that day. The marketing presentation I’d made earlier that morning hadn’t gone as well as I had expected, after weeks of preparation. And Karla was on my mind. She was out of town on business. Attending a sales conference in Memphis… with Phil.

 I wasn’t in any particular hurry. I could have taken the normal route home. But I chose to take the shortcut instead.

 It was late September and the leaves were just beginning to turn. The sun was setting and narrow streaks of the day’s last light beamed through the treetops along the rural lane of Tanglewood Road. I knew my reason for wanting to go there. I wanted to try to locate the spot where I had had the flat tire. The place where Midnight had suffered his downfall. The place where a long-dead pal from my childhood had come back to haunt me.

 At first, I had difficulty finding the place I was looking for. Then I spotted the mossy deadfall sixty feet or so off the roadway. I parked the jeep and got out. The evening was cool and I pulled my jacket closer around me. Then I started through the heavy carpet of kudzu toward the deadfall.

 I was halfway there, when I spotted movement in the shadows just beyond the fallen tree.

“Hello?” I called out. “Who’s there?”

They didn’t answer. Just moved further into the woods.

I hesitated for a moment. Just get back in the jeep and go home, I told myself. Fire yourself up a frozen dinner and brood over Karla all you want. Just get the hell out of here.

 But I wouldn’t listen to myself. I ducked past the deadfall and continued on into the thicket. I caught a glimpse of the person ahead, moving into the dense tangle of the blackberry bramble. They turned and looked at me, then disappeared from sight.

 My heart began to pound in my chest. No, it couldn’t be. It simply couldn’t be who I thought it was. It was impossible. More than impossible.

 My pace quickened. I plunged into the blackberry patch, ignoring the pull and tug of the thorns as I fought my way through. Then I reached the edge of the bramble, stepped through, and everything changed.

I found myself standing on a sandy beach in the height of summer. The waves of the Atlantic crashed a few yards away, the surf rolling in, washing upon the sand with salty foam. Seagulls flew lazily overhead. I turned to the right and saw what I expected to see. The tall white column of a lighthouse stood atop rocky cliff.

I had been there before as a child. My family and I had taken a vacation to South Carolina one year, to Myrtle Beach and then down the coast toward Georgia. The lighthouse was located somewhere between Charleston and Savannah. My sister and I had been bored to tears, but my mother had loved it. Wouldn’t it be great to live in a place like this? she had said, her eyes closed, smiling as she breathed in the ocean air.

My mother.

I stared at the base of the lighthouse. She stood there on the rocky ledge, waving at me.

“Robbie!” she called out.

Oh dear God, I told myself. It’s happening again.

I found myself walking, then running toward the lighthouse. Soon, I was scrambling up the rocky embankment to the front stoop of the tall structure. My mother had gone inside. As I entered the column of the lighthouse, I could hear her footsteps on the risers of the iron staircase that spiraled upward. I hesitated at the bottom, then carefully made my way to the top.

 When I finally got there, I discovered that the beacon apparatus of the lighthouse had been removed and the circular room had been glassed in and converted into a breezy Florida room, complete with potted palms and white wicker furniture. An easel sat to one side, boasting a canvas with a half-finished seascape. I recognized the style of the brushstrokes immediately.

 “Mom?” I called out.

 “I’m here, Robbie,” came her voice from a door that opened onto the outside railing.

 I saw her standing there then, healthy and vibrant, not sunken and drained of life by the horrible battle she had waged with cancer. Her face was rosy and her auburn locks were long and luxuriant; a far cry from the loss of hair and dignity she had endured during her long sessions of chemotherapy. She wore the outfit she had during that distant vacation. Sandals, white Capri pants, a white and navy stripped top, and that garish sunhat with the colorful flowers and plastic lemons and pineapples around the brim. It was a hat that had been a running joke among my father, my sister, and I during that entire trip along the Carolina coast. I remember saying that, if the car broke down, we could live off Mom’s fruit salad hat. Mom had simply laughed along with us, unaware that she would be diagnosed with ovarian cancer a month after our return home.

Slowly, in a daze, I went to her now. She stood on the circular platform of the lighthouse, waiting for me.

“Isn’t it beautiful here, sweetheart?” she asked with that infectious smile of hers.

I looked over the railing at the vast blue expanse of the ocean. The waves crashed upon the gray rocks below and the gulls circled and soared overhead. I didn’t know what to make of it, being here at this place, when I should have been in a dark thicket in a stretch of Tennessee backwoods.

“Is this heaven?” I asked her, not knowing what else to say.

She beamed. “It can be if you want,” she told me. She opened her arms to me. “I’ve missed you so much, Robbie.”

Tears bloomed in my eyes and I felt a joy unlike any I’d ever known. “Oh, Mom… I’ve missed you, too.”

I went to her then and embraced the woman I’d lost when I was twelve. She wrapped her loving arms around me… and that was when I realized what a horrible mistake I had made.

At first, I felt warmth and acceptance, exactly what I should have felt in the grasp of the woman who had given birth to me. But then that warmth swiftly gave way to a chilling sensation of displacement, as though something cold and alive had infected my life’s blood and was coursing throughout my veins. A feeling of being drained of strength and consciousness rushed in on me, threatening to overtake me.

 I don’t know how, but I tore myself from my mother’s grasp. Or the grasp of the thing that had presented itself as my long-dead mother.

 “Where are you going, Robbie?” she said forlornly. As I backed away, toward the head of the spiral staircase, I watched as her face began to wither into a parchment-covered skull, her hair falling away in dry, dead strands. “I’ve waited so long, my dear. So very long.”

With a cry on my lips, I stumbled down the iron stairway. I felt as weak as water and nearly tumbled, head over heels, down the metal risers several times. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, I reached the entranceway of the lighthouse and plunged --

-- into the darkening woods once again. Sluggishly, I tore my way through the blackberry bramble and past the deadfall. I reached the jeep and, refusing to look back, started the engine and took off down the shadowy stretch of Tanglewood Road.

 What’s happening to me? I wondered as I drove, scarcely able to keep my eyes open. It was as though every ounce of strength had been leeched from my body. I felt as though I were on the verge of dying.

 A minute later, I had reached the highway. I was so intent on getting away from that wooded backroad, that I failed to see the dump truck barreling toward me as I pulled out. I must have slipped from consciousness before the collision, because I can’t, for the life of me, remember the crushing impact that followed.



 I survived the crash with only a broken arm and a concussion. But what mostly ailed me were the aftereffects of my experience beyond the deadfall alongside the deserted stretch of Tanglewood Road.

 My doctors couldn’t figure out what was wrong with me. I was terribly anemic and my white blood count was way off the scale. Tests for leukemia and a dozen other possible causes came up negative. In time, my immune system strengthened and rebuilt itself.

I remember waking up in my bed at the hospital and seeing Karla sitting next to my bed. She smiled at me, but there was something in her eyes that shouldn’t have been there. An underlying expression of disappointment, instead of relief. But why?

Then I looked toward the doorway of the hospital room and saw Phil Jenson standing at a comfortable distance… and I knew.

“You had us scared to death,” she said. She played the faithful wife and took my hand in hers. “As soon as I got the call, Phil drove me back. What happened?”

I shrugged, feeling as though a freight train had given me a full-body massage. “I can’t remember much about it. I was coming home from work and I had a wreck. I don’t even remember how it happened,” I lied.

“Well, you ought to see the jeep,” she said, with a hint of disapproval. “The thing is totaled.” She absently brushed a strand of brown hair from her eyes. “But, hey, you’re the one that matters, aren’t you?”

Am I? I wondered. I looked over at Phil. He avoided looking me in the eyes.

 It wasn’t long before he departed, leaving Karla there with me. We sat there in silence for a long time, not talking, watching some stupid show on the TV suspended on the opposite wall.

Later on, she dozed off in the chair, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

I laid there and stared at her, feeling sad and lost. What happened to us, Karla? I thought. What turned it all around? I remembered the day of our wedding. She had been so beautiful standing before me. Our love for one another had been so complete then, so very evident. And it had lasted… for a while.

Then she had applied for the administrative assistant job and began working for Phil.

My despair gave way to anger. What am I going to do with you, Karla? I wondered.

Soon, the nurse came in and gave me something for pain and, before long, I too was asleep.



 Things got steadily worse for me and Karla following my release from the hospital.

 The emotional chasm between us seemed to widen and grow deeper and darker with each passing day. She spent more of her time at work or on business trips… with Phil. Also, her attitude grew more vindictive and loveless. I couldn’t count the amount of arguments we got into over one stupid thing or another. I tried my best to keep our marriage on course, but it seemed destined to go careening off a cliff, to crash and burn on the jagged rocks below.

Then, one night in late October, the culmination of resentment and harsh feelings finally came to a head.

 We had decided to go out to eat and take in a movie. Secretly, I had hoped our date would help rekindle some of the feeling we had shared before. But Karla wouldn’t allow that to happen. She seemed snappy and preoccupied during our meal, as if she derived no enjoyment from us being together at all. Once, her cell phone had rang and she had hissed “I’ll call you back later,” before returning it to her purse and finishing her dessert.

 The movie had proven to be even more disheartening. We sat, side by side, but there was no closeness, no hand-holding. It was a romantic comedy, the type we once loved so very much, but that night neither of us laughed. We might as well have been sitting across the theatre from one another the entire time.

 The silence inside the car as we drove home was oppressive. Something was about to happen that night… to both of us. Something bad. I could feel it. Karla was about to spring something devastating on me… yet something I had expected for a very long time.

 Halfway home, I saw a dirt turnoff at the lefthand of the road. Without warning, I steered off the highway and onto the dark stretch of Tanglewood Road.

 “Where are you going?” snapped Karla irritably.

 “It’s a short cut,” I replied.

 We drove for a couple of minutes in pitch darkness. There were no streetlights andvery little moonlight filtered from the treetops above.

 I slowed the Lexus down and made a sharp turn in the road. The headlights illuminated the mossy mass of the deadfall.

“What the hell are you up to?” she demanded to know.

 I cut the engine and sat behind the steering wheel, leaving the headlights burning. “Let’s talk.”

Karla stared at me for a long moment, then unleashed a harsh laugh. “Talk? You want to talk? Okay… let’s talk then.”

I sat there, gripping the wheel firmly. Staring past the windshield into the woods beyond.

“I don’t love you anymore,” she said with a cruel edge to her voice.

“Really?” I continued to stare straight ahead. Watching.

“I’m in love with Phil,” she told me. “I want a divorce.”

“Uh-huh.”Watching. Searching.

“Our marriage has been dead for a long time, Rob,” she continued. “I deserve to be happy, don’t I?”

A little smile crossed my face. “Karla?”

“What?” she snapped.

“Look.”

 She turned her attention from me and stared through the windshield, toward the dense forest awash in halogen light. “What the -- ?” she muttered.

There was a little girl standing near the deadfall. A girl wearing a white dress with tiny pink flowers embroidered across the neckline. Her hair was long and chestnut brown… the same hue as that of my wife.

 It was Karla’s twin sister, Kerrie.

 The one who had drowned in the family swimming pool at the age of five.

 Karla turned her eyes toward me. They were full of confusion… and fear.

 “Go ahead, Karla,” I told her. “It’s all right.”

 She placed her hand on the door handle. Hesitated.

 “She’s waiting for you,” I urged softly. “Go.”

 As if in a daze, Karla left the car. I watched as she made her way through the ankle-deep kudzu, toward the child who stood next to the deadfall.

 I rolled my window down a crack and listened.

 “Hi, sissy,” said the little girl. She extended a pale hand.

 “Hi,” returned Karla. She stared at her sibling for a long moment, then their fingers entwined.

 In the pale glow of the headlights, I watched as the two turned and started toward the forest. I could tell that the girl was already doing a number on her. Karla’s movements were jerky and unnatural. She turned once and smiled back at me. In the light, her face leered like that of a skull.

I shifted into reverse and then started on down the road for home. I glanced back only once, but the darkness of the forest had already swallowed them completely.



 I don’t know why I ever went back. Out of curiosity maybe… or guilt.

 I received some flack over Karla’s disappearance. Her parents were sure that I had something to do with it, and the police had suspected me of foul play. I submitted to a polygraph to satisfy them. They asked me if I had killed my wife and, truthfully, I had said no. I passed the test and, eventually, their suspicions lagged and the case grew cold.

 A few days ago, I happened across Phil Jenson in a restaurant. He openly confronted me, accusing me of doing Karla in. I defused the situation before it could escalate into something violent. “She left us, Phil,” I’d told him. “Both of us.” And I hadn’t lied.

 Then, one afternoon in mid-February, I was out running some errands in town. On the way back, I spotted the turnoff up ahead. I didn’t hesitate. I took the shortcut home.

 It was cold that day; in the mid-30’s. The greenery of the surrounding forest had withered and faded with winter, leaving mostly dead vegetation, but the pines and cedars still held their evergreen luster. The road was speckled with clumps of old snow, where sunlight had been unable to reach them.

 I slowed the Lexus as I approached the deadfall. I put the car in park and rolled down the window.

 Karla stood there, halfway between the deadfall and the road. She was tanned and trim, wearing that slinky sharkskin bikini she had worn during our honeymoon in the Fiji Islands. She even sported that diamond stud in her belly button, the one I’d bought for her birthday the month before we were engaged.

 She smiled at me brilliantly, teeth so perfectly white, eyes so clear and full of hope. My thoughts returned to that private bungalow where we had spent that glorious week in Fiji. The evening walk we had made, hand in hand, along the white sand beach and the wondrous love we had made beside the gentle surf. I remember peeling the bikini away, revealing her underlying beauty, reveling in the way she felt against me. I remember the hardness of the diamond stud on my tongue as I made that teasing journey downward.

 Then, as the brilliant pink and gold hues of the sunset had spilled across us, our passion built and spiraled to a pinnacle unlike any either of us had ever reached before. A pinnacle of mutual ecstasy that almost seemed to transcend both life and death.

 Now, standing before me, Karla’s eyes told me that it could be that way again.

 At least the death part.

 “I love you, Rob,” she said with more sincerity than I’d heard in years.

 I didn’t return the sentiment. Instead, I floored the gas and sped far away from that terrible thing that existed on the lonesome stretch of Tanglewood Road.

 I kept on driving.

 Running.

 And, in some awful way, I am running still.
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