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Introduction

Between the early to mid 1990’s, the state
of horror fiction underwent a subtle, but substantial change.

After a long period of
supernatural themes dominating the majority of horror novels and
short stories, more true-to-life fare began to slowly muscle its
way in. Perhaps the fans tired of reading about vampires,
werewolves, and rampaging poltergeists… or the authors of such
books simply grew weary of writing them. In their place appeared
tales of dark suspense and crime; grisly stories of deranged
individuals – mainly serial killers and mass murderers – getting
into all kinds of depraved and bloody mischief. The publishers of
that time… mass market, periodical, and small press alike… seemed
to capitalize on this new interest in slice-and-dice fiction.
Several major anthologies (Richard Chizmar’s Cold Blood and Joe Lansdale’s
Dark at Heart to name a
couple ) published a variety of disturbing tales that could have
very well sprang straight from the headlines of the day, rather
than from the imaginations of those who penned them.

I was one of those writers
who took a detour into dark suspense during that time. I must
admit, I had a thing for reading true crime books back then;
detailed accounts of the gruesome exploits of such serial killers
as Jeffery Dahmer, John Wayne Gacy, Ed Gein, and Son of Sam, as
well as a dozen or so more. I reckon it was the mystery of
exactly why they
had committed their awful atrocities that intrigued me so. If
demons truly existed, then they were the creatures that had been
kicked out of Hell for their evil excesses and, dwelling in the
mortal world, climbed into the skins of these infamous individuals
to wreck havoc in private… until the sheer barbarity of their
crimes was eventually laid bare.

In Unhinged, you will find eleven tales
of darkness and depravity I wrote during that brief period in
horror fiction history when such stories reigned supreme within the
pages of macabre magazines and novels. Among the mix are two
weird-crime tales featuring Detectives Taylor and Lowery: in a way,
my Southern-fried version of the X-Files’ Mulder and Scully. Other
stories explore chance encounters between ordinary, everyday folks
and those who live in an alternative world devoid of conscience or
restraint; a world where anything goes… at the expense of the
innocent and unsuspecting.

If you’re no stranger to my fiction, be
forewarned; this is a bit more extreme and shocking than you’re
accustomed to reading from Ol’ Ron. And for those new to my brand
of down-home, Southern storytelling… welcome. I promise to send a
shiver down your spine… and maybe turn your stomach a time or two
in the process.

 


Ronald Kelly

Brush Creek, Tennessee

February 2011

 



Breakfast Serial

Chester Freely had been kicking around the
dusty rural back roads of northern Alabama for many days and early
that Saturday morning he sat down to breakfast with a charming farm
family by the name of Johnson.

“Danged fine cook, my Emma… don’t you think
so, boy?” beamed Fred Johnson contentedly. He pushed away from the
table and patted his swollen belly.

“Oh, yes, sir,” Chester agreed. He gave Mrs.
Johnson an appreciative smile. “Best home-cooked meal I’ve had in
quite awhile, ma’am.”

“Glad you enjoyed it, young man. More
biscuits and molasses with your coffee?”

“No, thanks. I’m stuffed.”

The twins, Randy and Rita, waved empty
jelly-jar glasses at their mother. “Can we have some more chocolate
milk, Mama? Please?”

Emma Johnson eyed them in a moment of
indecision, then broke into a smile. “Well, maybe just one more
glass of each of you.” She walked toward the refrigerator at the
other side of the kitchen.

“I sure appreciate you helping me mend that
fence along the south pasture this morning,” said Fred. He had
already milked the cows and slopped the hogs, when Chester had
wandered up the road and offered to lend a hand.

“My pleasure,” nodded the lanky drifter.
“Kinda hard to find good honest work when you’re on the road as
much as I am. Sure glad to help out folks whenever I can.”

The Johnsons smiled at their guest, unaware
of the secret he held. A secret that he concealed well behind a
handsome, good-natured smile of his own.

Chester Freely was a serial killer.

He had been at it going on three years now
and, by his count, had murdered nearly forty-two families; families
very much like the Johnsons. He did one a month, sometimes two if
he found the opportunity. And he never murdered in the same state
twice in a row. He would do one in Minnesota, then one in
California, another in Texas, still another in Maine. He staggered
them out across the country, never leaving a definite pattern,
never performing his atrocities in exactly the same manner. Perhaps
that was why the authorities hadn’t wised up to him yet. Either
that or pure dumb luck.

Now he was sitting in a cheerful kitchen in
a lonely farmhouse twenty miles north of Birmingham. He liked the
South almost as much as he liked the Midwest, for it was there
where his victims lived in great abundance. The requirements were
always the same; a hard-working, God-fearing farmer and his modest
family who lived on acreage so vast that his closest neighbor lived
quite a ways down the road. In other words, a small group of people
who were totally isolated in their everyday routine. Sometimes his
victims were so far out in the sticks that they weren’t discovered
for several days. By then he was three or four states way,
satisfied for the moment, but secretly contemplating his next
massacre.

Chester was rarely treated to such a fine
meal as the one Emma Johnson had prepared that morning. After
saying grace, they dug in. Scrambled eggs, country-cured ham, big
cathead biscuits, and all the black coffee he could drink. At first
he had nearly considered letting this one pass, but decided
otherwise. It was nearing the end of the month and he was
desperately in need of the physical and emotional rush that
wholesale murder gave him. The gruesome sight of blood and
mutilation intoxicated him much like some potent drug, placing him
in the same category as a junkie in constant search of a fix.

A faint whimper and a scratching at the back
door drew their attention. Chester grinned. He had been mulling
over his execution of today’s bloodletting all during breakfast and
now it came to him, suddenly and without warning, almost causing
him to laugh out loud.

“Mrs. Johnson, do you mind if I carve off a
slab of this ham for my dog?’ Chester asked politely. “He hasn’t
had a bite since yesterday.” He had started traveling with a dog
during his second year. Mostly he would befriend some stray he came
across while he was on the road. People seemed to trust a stranger
more easily when they traveled with a dog. Besides, whenever he got
tired of them and needed a cheap thrill, Chester just slaughtered
the poor mutts, then tossed them in a ditch or stuffed them in a
drainage pipe. But it was never the same as doing a human
being.

Emma smiled at her guest warmly. “Why,
certainly you can! But let me get you a sharper knife. That one
there is kind of dull.” She began to rummage through a counter
drawer.

“I’d sure appreciate it,” said Chester
calmly. He was so wired now that he could barely sit still. He
glanced around the table. Fred Johnson sat back, his belt loosened
a few notches, thumbing through a copy of the local, small-town
paper. The Johnson children giggled at the sad-eyed dog that peered
through the screen door, chocolate milk mustaches splashed broadly
beneath their pert, little noses.

This is going to be
easy, Chester thought. So damned easy.

Emma Johnson started across the spotless
linoleum floor, holding the large butcher knife by its wooden
handle. “Here you go, young man.”

He had it all worked out now. As soon as he
had his fingers wrapped around the haft of the knife, he would turn
and sink it deep into Fred’s solar plexus, killing him instantly.
Emma would stand there stunned for a second, long enough for him to
grab that antique iron skillet that hung beside the knick-knack
shelf and brain her enough to knock her flat. He didn’t want her
dead just yet. Emma was a drab, homely woman, but she had a nice
body. She would be repeatedly raped and tortured before he allowed
her to join her husband in death.

By the time their mother hit the floor,
Randy and Rita would react in one of two ways. They would either
sit there in shock or they would run screaming for their lives. He
hoped for the latter. It was always so much fun hunting children,
like a hound running a coon. They all had the mistaken notion that
they could hide from him. Sometimes it was under a bed, sometimes
behind a tree outside or in the hayloft of the barn. The Johnson
Twins had been so polite and loveable throughout his stay, that he
figured they were deserving of something special. A beheading
perhaps. Yes, either that or dismemberment.

As his perfect hostess approached the table,
he reached out, the hairs on the nape of his neck tingling with
anticipation. “Thank you very much, Mrs. --“

He didn’t get a chance to finish his
statement. With an upward swipe, sweet Emma Johnson slit his throat
from ear to ear.

Chester Freely fell
backward out of his chair, an expression of utter surprise dawning
on his pale face. He hit hard, splattering blood across the
linoleum tiles. His own
blood!

He wanted to say
“What the hell is going on?” but that was quite impossible. The blade had sliced clean
through his larynx, as well as the major arteries. The only sound
that he could make was a wet gurgling as blood engorged his severed
windpipe.

Then the children were upon him. Little
Randy and Rita laughed playfully, running around the leg of the
oaken table with sharp implements. They attacked his abdomen with a
bloodlust he himself had rarely possessed. Randy jabbed at him with
a butter knife, while pig-tailed Rita impaled him viciously again
and again with a fork from Emma’s best silverware.

“That’s enough, kids,” laughed Emma,
crouching down to hug her bloodstained babies. “He’s dead now.”

“Look, Papa!” the twins squealed as one.
“Look, Papa, look!”

Fred Johnson arched his eyebrows and puffed
on his pipe. “My, my, now ain’t that a fine piece of work.” He said
proudly. “Couldn’t have done it better myself.”

Emma stared down at the butchered body lying
across her kitchen floor. “Such a nice young man. Sure wish we
could’ve let him go this time.”

“Now, Emma,” said Fred, stretching lazily.
“You know very well if we let one go, it’d have to go for ‘em
all.”

The woman sighed. “I suppose so. Where are
we gonna put this one? The root cellar?”

“Nah, we’ve got them stacked like cord wood
down there already. I reckon we oughta start stashing them in the
smokehouse now.”

Fred winked at his young’uns. “I’ll tell you
kids what. You two help me carry this fellow outside and we’ll
clean up and drive into town for ice cream afterwards. How does
that sound?”

“Oh boy!”

“Yipee!”

The children’s blood-speckled faces broke
into broad grins as they each grabbed a hold of one of Chester’s
trouser legs and began to pull him toward the back door.
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