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There can be no light without darkness.

The sun cannot rise without the night preceding it, and the setting sun of the day must inevitably fade to black.  If life were all sunshine and roses, there would be no contrast. Perpetual sunshine would be both blinding and devastating. We need the darkness. It is an integral part of the whole.

Part of us.

Horror stories are a reflection of our darker side. In an age of very real terrors like A.I.D.S., cancer, and terrorism, stories that frighten us can perform a useful function by allowing readers to live out and experience fear in a controlled fashion and deal with horror on their own terms.  If it gets to be too much, they can always close the book and put it away.  Experiencing horror in this way works as an anxiety release because it is a tangible way to deal with and escape the terrors of modern living.

The emotion of horror keeps us in touch with the darker aspects of ourselves while allowing us to confront our own vulnerability and inevitable death.  Reading horror is a valve that allows steam to escape when the buildup is too great, yet the fictionality of it gives us an escape from a confrontation that could overwhelm us.  It provides a cathartic release without oppressing us with more than we can handle.

Too often we shun our dark side in hopes that if we don't see it, it doesn't exist. Yet give us an Ed Gein, Charlie Manson, Ted Bundy, Hannibal Lecter, Jeffrey Dahmer, or any other grisly example of the dark side of human nature, and we express a morbid fascination that borders on frenzy.

We can't help but slow down on the highway to gawk at the carnage of another's untimely, messy death or sneak that guilty peek at another's deformity or misfortune.

We just have to look.

How many Jeffrey Dahmer jokes have we laughed at, then in the same breath said how disgusting it all is.

Strange creatures, human beings.

Fact is, our dark side is an inescapable part of our makeup. There’s a little bit of Hannibal and Jeffrey in all of us, the problem is most of us don't want to acknowledge it.

Through the ages, countless spiritual disciplines have urged us to look within ourselves and seek the truth. Part of that truth resides in a small, dark room—one we are afraid to enter. If we can only push aside the dark door of fear that holds us at bay and rescue the part of our souls that cringes in the dark, we might come to a better understanding of what makes us tick.

We have to take this unmentionable part of ourselves out into the light of truth so we can know its nature, because if we are to confront the uncomfortable truth, we must look in the face of the demon and admit that it is in us. When we‘re finished, we can let the monster crawled back into its dark abyss until the next play time. 

If you're timid of spirit and afraid of the dark, it's time to take a look at what lies behind your own door of fear so you can glimpse the twisted evil that lies in all of us.  Within these pages we can play with it, poke it, and probe it in hopes that we may better understand the wholeness that makes up our being.

Who says we can't have fun doing it?  After all, the little monster is part of us.

March 1994       M.P.
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Collete slid the tight black leather miniskirt up over her hips.  Frank's favorite; the one he always insisted she wear.  She zippered it and buttoned her blouse, leaving the top two buttons open, exposing her cleavage.  Turning from side to side, she ran her hands down her thighs and studied her slim profile in the mirror.  At least on this occasion black was appropriate.  With a tight smile, she touched up her blush, then checked her eye shadow and shook her dark hair back.  

Frank, my darling, you'd love to get your hands on this little package, wouldn't you? 

She put on her heels, dabbed Tatiana behind her ears, then trailed a perfumed finger between her breasts—something else Frank insisted on.  And why not?  This was their anniversary,

wasn't it?

Grabbing her purse and keys, she stepped out into the night and looked up at the full moon.  Frank had a thing for full moons.  Said it brought out the animal in him—and boy had it ever.  She glanced at the scar on the back of her hand as she slid the key into the car door, then hopped in, anxious to be on time for her date.  Frank insisted on promptness.

She backed out of the driveway and drove past the storybook houses lining her street.  As she drove, she remembered the first time she saw Frank.  Blond hair, bright blue eyes and flawless white teeth.  Irresistible.  As if his handsome features weren't enough, he had  sexy shoulders, nice pecs and a washboard stomach.  The care he took of himself and his possessions bordered on fastidiousness.  Like the houses on her street, with Frank, everything had to be perfect, especially his fire-engine red Porsche.  His baby.  

Frank had it all.  Good looks, money and charm.  Attentive and protective, he exuded strength and maturity.  When he walked into a room, all eyes went to him.  Everyone said what a wonderful catch he'd be for some lucky girl.  Colette had been the lucky one.  She smiled to herself.  The girls at work had all been jealous.

She pulled onto the freeway and eased the car up to seventy.  She could hardly believe the way Frank courted her.  Expensive wine, fancy restaurants and candlelit dinners.  Romantic as hell and everything just right.  She couldn't wait for him to pop the question.  

Colette drove a few miles north, took her exit and worked her way through the side streets.  Their wedding had been right out of a romance novel.  Frank looked dashing and handsome in his tux and Colette felt like a princess in her white lace gown.  Together they shared a magical day of gifts, warm wishes and happiness.  She saw it in her mother's eyes.  "You're so lucky, honey."

She found the street, pulled through the wrought iron gates and drove slowly through the manicured grounds, admiring the flowers and landscaping, wondering what lay below the surface.  

No sooner had their marriage been consummated, when he changed and his true self came to the surface.  Everything had to be perfect for him, including herself. 

She pulled to the side, killed the engine and climbed out into the moonlight.  She tried so hard to please him, but if things weren't right—  She caught herself.  It wasn't going to happen.  Not tonight.  Not ever again.  She studied the scars from the cuts and burns on her arms, shuddering at the memory of the beatings.  Frank's hands had been on her once too often.  

She looked up at the manicured grave, its granite gravestone glistening in the moonlight, perfect and polished, just like Frank.  

Then she slipped off her shoes, stepped onto the grave and danced.
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The September morning sky hung thick with leaden clouds when Larry Cook set out at the trail head.  A northern breeze whisked through the pines, chilling him with a soft chorus of whispers.  He looked up at the towering mountain faces.  Snow-dusted summits and craggy rock outcroppings surrounded him.�

“Onward and upward.” He took a deep breath and snugged the straps on his pack, then set out, intent on making his way to the high country.�

A short way up the trail, he stopped to wipe his brow and catch his breath.  The sixty pounds of pack and thinner air made the climb harder than he'd anticipated, but he was determined not to turn back.

I can't believe it.  This week I'm here.� Last week I'm sitting at Ken’s bar.

"Bet you five hundred bones, you can't make it," Ken said, refilling Larry’s mug.

"You're on, sucker."  Larry pushed his hair back from his forehead, then rubbed his beer belly.  “Even though I don’t have any experience in the woods, I'm in great shape.  For five hundred I'll be ready for anything." 

"Put your money where your mouth is."  Ken slapped five one hundred dollar bills on the bar.  "My uncle runs his own store.  Yukon Jack's.  You can rent your gear there.  Talk to him.  He's an expert in high altitude cooking and survival techniques.  Got trapped in the mountains with a group back in the fifties.  He was the only one that survived."

"How'd he do it?"

Ken smiled.  "Never talked about it much."

"But he still backpacks."

"He says once you get a taste for it..."

"Bullshit!  I could probably teach your uncle a few things.

“I'll learn as I go.  On my own."

Shooting fish in a barrel.  He looked up the trail.  "I can do this," he said between breaths.  "I'm a goddamned Grizzly Adams."

He set off again climbing, then resting, then climbing, slowly working his way up the trail.  By late morning he'd made it past a rock-strewn gully and pushed his way into the pine and birch that covered the lower slopes.  He stopped for lunch at a fork in the trail, pulled out his map and compass and checked his progress.  About two miles in.  He studied the contours of his map, tracing one with his finger.  Climbed about two thousand feet.�

He could still hear the gravelly voice of Ken's uncle.  "You sure you're up to this son?"  The old man stroked his salt and pepper beard and appraised Larry, then the phone rang.  He held up a finger.  "Back in a minute." 

Larry glanced around to be sure no one was looking, then slipped a hundred twenty dollar survival knife under his jacket.

The old man came back a few minutes later with a map.  His eyes narrowed.  For a moment Larry thought he'd been caught, then the old man's eyes brightened.  "The El Diablo Loco trail.  Right here."  He put a gnarled finger on the map.  "Up near the Big Pine Section of the Sierra Nevadas.  Nothing up there but bears, birds, and squirrels."  He clapped his bony hand on Larry's shoulder.  "You're gonna love it."�

I am loving it.  Larry propped his feet up on his pack and put his hands behind his head.  Tough going.  I'm beat.  But this is great.  No one around.

Two squirrels ran across the branches above him and scampered down the trunk of the tree next to where he sat.  He lifted his head and they stopped.  One of them sat up on his haunches and studied Larry a moment before chattering his disapproval, then it bounded off into the surrounding foliage.

Cute little bastards.  He smiled to himself as he dozed.

He sat up, jolted from his nap.  More chattering.  He listened attentively.  There it was again.

Those squirrels sure are pissed.  He cocked his head and cupped his hand behind his ear.  Weird.  That ain’t squirrels.  It’s – people!

"Howard,” a whiney voice said from down the trail.  “I told you we shouldn’t have come.  This isn’t good for your heart.”

"Wrong, Mildred,” the gravelly voice replied.  “You shouldn’t have come.  If anything’s bad for my heart, it’s your constant nagging.” 

No, can't be...

“How could you say such a thing—after all these years?”

“Too many years.”

I'm getting out of here before they see me.  I'm not gonna put up with all that jabbering.  Larry stood, shouldered his pack and turned to head up the trail, but the whiney voice stopped him before he could escape.

“Young man.”


Larry's shoulders tightened.  Busted.


He turned and scowled at the approaching couple. Ken’s uncle and some old bat.

“Young man,” the woman repeated.  “Good to talk to my husband and tell him this is bad for his health?”

Larry studied her: stocky with straight brown hair and doughy face which held a frown that looked permanent.  She appeared to be in her late fifties.

He nodded at the two of them.  He hadn't seen her in Yukon Jack's. The uncle's probably in on it with Ken. Want to watch me fuck up.

“Your husband's done this before.”  Larry studied the man's smoldering eyes. His defiant look in the lines on his face made him look older than his nagging wife.  “He runs a damn backpacking store!”

“He’s too frail for this strenuous activity.” 

I don't need this shit.

“Don't mind my wife,” the old man said, winking.  “She's a little overwrought, that's all.”

“No shit, Sherlock.  Sounds like you should have left her at home.”

“Howard would be lost without me”.  The woman put a meaty hand on her husband's shoulder.  “He needs me to take care of him.”

“No one asked you to come.”  Something flickered in the old man's eyes.

A chill raced up the Larry's spine.  “Look, you nursing home rejects,” he said.  “Leave me out of your bullshit problems.”

They both looked at him
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