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  Introduction


When I was much, much younger, my little sister’s favorite movie was  The Sound of Music. She had to watch it at least once a day, often more. Even now, almost three decades later, I can still sing most of the songs from that movie.
Of those songs, a little ditty about Maria’s “Favorite Things” stands out as I sit down to introduce this collection. From geography to mortuary science, history to sports, trains to music, this collection is literally made up of a few of my favorite things. 
Then I went and added a heavy dose of horror to them.
I’m not saying A Terrible Place and Other Flashes of Darkness is my complete response to The Sound of Music.
But I might be suggesting that watching that movie over and over corrupted my brain enough to make it possible. 
How do you solve a problem like D.L.?
Flash fiction and horror. And lots of it.






  
  Story Notes



GPS
I learned to read using a Rand McNally road atlas. True story. I still prefer using paper maps to navigate, and never quite learned to fully trust the GPS. Making the leap from “annoying technology” to “beast in the woods” was an easy one.


Ghost Dance
In middle school, the choir room was in the basement, next to a few old practice rooms with windows looking out onto a patch of grass and a road. I was thinking of those rooms when I wrote this, and added a cemetery for extra spookiness.


A Terrible Place
This piece on a true story that happened in the Coal Creek War. I came across the tale while researching stories of hauntings in my area (the Drummond bridge is where the original hanging occurred), and decided the best way to bring the legend into the conscious mind was to bring the story forward fifty years and add a touch of horror.


Gravedigger
The first appearance of the mortuary sciences in this collection. What’s spookier than being in an old cemetery after dark? Not much. What drives away the spookiness? Money, and lots of it. What’s lurking at the bottom of the grave? Horror, of course.


Good Riddance
It took a little thinking to decide on a couple of non-fatal tortures using the trocar before I put it in the victim’s heart.


Midnight Train from Toyah
I wanted a train story, which naturally lent itself to a western. But how do you bring horror to a railroad? A robbery was my first thought, but incorporating horror into that was a challenge. Then I looked out into the dark landscape, saw a demon riding toward the train, and the rest was easy.


Run. Hide. Fight.
There’s a couple posters that have this in large letters where I work, explaining what to do if there’s an active shooter. 


Grandma’s Advice
I love sports, but it’s damnably hard to find a new way to tell a sports story. “We won” or “we lost but learned” tend to be the main options. Then I started thinking in terms of horror, and had the idea of a stadium filled with thousands of the same face. 


Consumed
A western tale that turned out to be a delightfully slow burn. At least, as slow of a burn as you can have in a thousand words.


Nostalgia
I love historic ballparks and stadiums, and hate the idea of trading modern conveniences for tradition and history. Since I’m a writer, I found a way to release some of my pent-up frustration on the subject.


Monster of the Chamber
I’m kind of surprised only one capital punishment piece made it into this collection. But if there’s only one, a gas chamber tale is always a good pick. The gas chamber was a brutal execution method (technically I should say “is” a brutal execution method, since it’s still on the table in some states) that lends itself well to horror.


Tattoos and Scars
I’m really not sure where this idea came from. I was thinking about a water tower, and the next thing I knew a tattoo gun was humming and the story was writing itself.


Ghost Flight
Another story born of true events. Back in the sixties, United Flight 823 crashed just north of Parrottsville, Tennessee, killing all on board. Bring it to modern day, toss in another grieving pilot, and a horror tale is born.


Counting Spoons
For this, I tried to write the scariest thing I could think of, and to me, being grabbed and imprisoned with no explanation then held for days in a boring room would be high on my list. Then being let go without answers would drive me nuts.


Beast of the Rappahannock
A piece born in the Civil War. This was a sample piece I wrote for an anthology I was thinking about publishing (and still may), but things happened, and I like it enough that I’d rather get it into the world than wait for something that may not happen.


Retort
Regular or extra crispy? Okay, I couldn’t resist. But, did you know that cremation destroys your DNA? The thought of a serial killer that uses cremation to hide his victims has intrigued me for awhile, but in the interim, using a retort for a little revenge was a fun idea to pursue.






  
  GPS


In eight hundred feet, turn right onto Landers Gap Road. 
“I wish you wouldn’t rely on that thing,” Cody Miller said, looking down at the atlas in his lap.
“You know I’d be lost without it,” his mother replied, guiding the car into the turn.
Cody rolled his eyes. They’d had this argument before, technology versus analog, and no matter how hard Cody argued for maps, his mother insisted on using the GPS.
“This road isn’t even in my atlas,” he protested.
“Then it’ll be an adventure!”
“Maybe.” He closed the atlas and stared out the window.
Ahead of them, the sun was setting over the forest. Cody’s dad was waiting for them across the mountains, at their new house in Tennessee. Cody and his mom had stayed in North Carolina to finish his last week of seventh grade, and now they were heading to their new home.
“This doesn’t look safe,” Cody said, studying the cracked asphalt ahead of them and the steep drop to a rocky river on the right.
His mother smacked her hand on the steering wheel. “Damn it, Cody, you haven’t done anything but complain since we told you about this move!”
“I didn’t want to move!” Crossing his arms, he pulled his knees onto the seat. “Stupid Dad and his stupid new job. It’s not fair!”
“Life isn’t fair.”
In five hundred feet, turn left onto Potter Mountain Road.
The car turned onto another road, leading away from the river.
“It should be.” The woods outside were getting thicker, and the sun had almost finished setting. As the car bounced off the asphalt onto gravel, Cody wished he was home, not bouncing through the mountains.


You have arrived at your destination.
“What?” Cody’s mother looked out into the small part of the world the headlights showed. It was a gravel road with thick trees on both sides. The only light came from the headlights and a handful of twinkling stars.
“Still think the GPS was a good idea?” Cody asked, not turning to look at her.
“It’s just a malfunction. I’ll reset it.” The device powered down to a black screen. After waiting a few seconds, she turned it back on again.
You have arrived at your destination.
“Stupid thing; I haven’t even put in the destination yet.” She punched some buttons, then reset it again.
You have arrived at your destination.
Turning off the device, she looked at Cody.
“Do you know where we are?”
“On an adventure,” he replied, sarcasm dripping from his voice.
“Funny. Real funny.” She checked her phone. “No signal, of course.”
Cody looked out the window, wondering how they’d gotten here. He hadn’t been paying attention, thinking about the friends he was leaving behind and how miserable life in Tennessee was going to be.
The GPS flashed, then turned itself on.
You have arrived at your destination.
“Piece of junk.” She turned it off again and threw it in the backseat.
“Well, you showed it.”
She rolled her eyes. “I’m going to find somewhere to turn around. We’ll go back the way we came.” She put the car in drive, but when she stepped on the gas, the vehicle turned off.
You have arrived at your destination.
Cody reached into the backseat and picked up the GPS. Rolling down his window, he hurled it into the trees by the road. It bounced once, twice, and came to a rest, the dim glow of the screen marking its landing place.
His mother tried to start the car again. All she got was a clicking noise. “What the hell?”
“Yeah, this is an adventure all right.” Cody opened his door. “I have to pee.”
“Wait! Don’t get out!”
“I’m just going to the edge of the road, Mom.”
Cody stood with his back to the car, listening as his mother cursed, trying to get it to start. This was all her fault. If she hadn’t listened to the GPS, they wouldn’t be lost in the mountains.
Prepare yourself for sacrifice.
He looked down at the GPS, still glowing in the darkness. Was he imagining things?
The beast approaches. All hail the beast!
Behind him, he heard the sound of crunching metal. Turning slowly, he saw a massive, hairy fist rising from the crushed roof of their car.
His eyes moved from the fist up the arm to the beast’s massive body. It was twenty feet tall and covered in dark hair. When he found the face, white teeth shone against the darkness, and the black eyes were pits of nothingness against the night sky.
“Cody! Run!” His mother’s voice snapped him out of his trance. He sprinted down the gravel road. A roar followed him, and something flew over his head. It landed in front of him, rolling down the road ahead.
It was the car.
The ground started to vibrate as heavy footsteps approached from behind. He tried to go faster, but could barely see the road in front of him. A rock sticking out of the road tripped him, sending Cody tumbling down the hill. His body crashed into something with a metallic clang.
The thundering footsteps got closer, then a massive hand closed around him, lifting him into the air.
Kicking and twisting, he tried to break free, but the beast gripped him tighter. As the creature’s mouth opened, he heard the GPS.
You have arrived at your destination.
Goodbye.






  
  Ghost Dance


John looked out the window at the worn gray headstones. These practice rooms backed up to the old city cemetery, a burial ground that had been in use since before the college had been thought of, much less the new music building.  
From the second story, he could see across the old cemetery to the new one on the other side of the highway. The green grass and marble stones reached the top of the distant hill, where the sun was setting in an explosion of color.
On the table in front of him, his computer sat open, along with a couple of binders. A blank score marked “Senior Composition” lay on the table, the one he was supposed to be finishing. 
He didn’t want to.
Once he did, it was over.
Outside of college, music was a hobby, not a career. John had been offered a teaching job, but even being around music every day, it wouldn’t be the same as it was now, when he could play the viola to his heart’s content and work with professors and visiting masters.
Reaching for the window, he opened it, enjoying the cool breeze.
No more feeling sorry for yourself, the voice in his head told him. Time’s ticking.
Pushing aside the binders, he reached for his computer and opened the note-tracking software that would record what he played. The accuracy wasn’t always perfect, but it was better than stopping every few seconds to write notes
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