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Introduction

I won’t keep you long with pointless prefatory material, but I wanted to say hello.

Ahead are stories written over a period of several years. All bits of creative work are like the creator’s children, I suppose. Short stories particularly fit that comparison. They’re spawned then sent into the world to find their way, and like children they often wind up in diverse locations. It’s exciting to have these tales in one place, along with a few tales published here for the first time.

While each stands alone, they are selected to fit together in tone and mood. These are tales of dark mystery, punctuated at times by the supernatural and on a few occasions a little levity, but always with human evil and at the core.

Sidney Williams


The Cherry Meadow Massacre

“This is where they had the Cherry Meadow Massacre.”

I looked out the window across the grassy pasture where Judith was pointing. The land was a spread of low slopes—not raised enough to be called hills—stretching for almost a mile back to a pine forest. Black cows were grazing, casually munching down grass. They’d never heard of the massacre either.

“What was it about?” Christine asked. The drive was boring her, and even the prospect of something gruesome seemed a pleasant alternative.

“These used to be badlands,” Judith explained. “From here all the way over to Texas. The French and the Americans agreed to keep military and civil authority out of here because of a land dispute, so all the criminals moved in.”

She leaned toward the passenger door and pointed toward the distant trees. We were all crammed into the front seat because I had discovered a couple of miles back that neither of them could ride in the back without hurling.

That made for a cramped drive as we headed northwest along the narrow road which curled away from the main highway through the sparsely populated region of Riverland Parish into the land where safe sex means making sure the pickup truck is in park.

We were searching for a church, The King is Coming Baptist Church. My cousin was to be married there. It was the home church of her fiancée, who’d grown up in the area. I had a map scrawled on a piece of yellow legal paper, but it hadn’t really prepared me for the trip. The winding line drawn off the highway didn’t really hint that the trip was twenty miles.

“I’m surprised they practice Christianity this far out,” Chris has had said a few miles back. “You’d think they still relied on herbal medicines and appeasing the harvest god.”

I was inclined to agree. If Patti, my cousin on my father’s side, had not asked me to say a few words for the service, I would have seriously considered skipping the ceremony. I’d already managed to miss the rehearsal dinner.

As night began to creep down, it was apparent we would not be getting home until the wee hours, especially since Judy would be busy even after the wedding.

They’d asked me to recruit her and transport her for the photos. I was the writer and thus must certainly know someone who would take pictures at a low cost.

Judy worked at the Aimsley Daily Clarion and had come out to our house on an assignment to get shots of Chris and me at our separate work stations. While the newspaper had never bothered to give more than a nod to my horror novels, Christine had just sold a romance, and thus we were a husband and wife team, something that seemed unique to the features editor. We didn’t argue about being put on display because any attention can mean sales, and publishers are always conscious of sales figures when they consider new books and advance rates. It hadn’t seemed prudent to mention married writers aren’t that uncommon.

I had asked Judy about shooting the wedding, hoping she would say no so that I could fulfill my obligation without actually taking on any responsibility. Instead she’d accepted and wound up joining us on the long trek out Carter Miller Road.

“I had an assignment out here once,” Judy said as the sun dipped even further past the edge of the world—we could see it from there, believe me. “We talked to an old man who knew all about it, how the outlaws used to hang out around here. They had gunfights and all that sort of thing.”

“What was the massacre about?” Christine asked again, steering her back on subject.

“Oh, they eventually sent a posse of some kind out here, a vigilante group.”

“And they killed everybody?”

“Oh, no. All these outlaws swarmed them, and they were like vicious, some of them were like animals. They slaughtered the posse, or most of them. Some came back, saying they were attacked by people who didn’t look human.”

“They probably just saw genetic mixtures they’d never seen and blew it all out of proportion. Racism was pretty rampant, the fear of the unknown.”

“No, they said this was more than that. They knew about the ethnic mixtures.” She was referring to a genetic group that lives in some portions of west Riverland Parish. No one has ever found a real name describing the group. Although a couple of names sometimes derogatory are used. The mixture is supposedly of Spanish, Indian and some say Moorish blood, the latter provided by a Spanish explorer’s slave who took an Indian bride.

“He’s going to turn around and head back for the typewriter,” Chris warned. “The wheels are turning. I can see them.”

Actually I was watching the fuel gage, which was dipping lower than I’d anticipated. On a writer’s income, you don’t keep a full tank.

As if on cue, the engine began to sputter, and I was reminded the gage was screwed up. I edged us over to the narrow shoulder and shoved the gear shift to neutral just as the engine died. Attempts to restart in the following seconds were as futile as efforts to cure writer’s block when you’re on a publisher’s deadline—not a chance in hell.

“Will any of your relatives be along?” Judy asked.

“I doubt it,” I said. “I’m sure they’re all at the church by now.”

“This road isn’t traveled much.”

“Does that surprise you?” I asked as I climbed out of the car and opened the hood. I wanted to discover some minor belt had slipped off its rotor but could find no indication of anything other than an empty tank to blame.

Slamming the hood again, I watched the last wedge of sun disappearing on the horizon. “It’s going to be dark soon,” I called back through the window.

“What is that?” Chris asked. “A line from your new book?”

“Yep, standard cliché. ‘Then something bad happens.’”

“What are we going to do?” Judy asked, leaning out the driver’s side window. Her expression was wide-eyed and sincere. She really expected me to have an answer.

“I guess we walk until we find a house,” I said. “Maybe one with a telephone or at least carrier pigeons.”

“All of us?” she asked.

“You guys want to stay with the car?”

They both climbed out, and we began to walk along the narrow roadway, nuggets of the blacktop crunching under our dress shoes. I loosened my tie but turned up the collar of my jacket. Even though it was only late September, the wind was chilly. Louisiana weather can be peculiar.

“Maybe we’ll make it to the church,” Chris said.

“Not based on the scale of the map,” I said. “I think one inch equals about a hundred miles.”

We trudged on, three-abreast, resisting the temptation to sing “Oh eee oh!” or “Hi ho, hi ho” with the darkness becoming blackness. I didn’t expect any Emerald City up ahead.

When we finally rounded a curb and found a house, Judy was the first to notice the windows were dark.

“They’re probably gone to the wedding,” Christine suggested. “It’s probably the event of the season.”

“Maybe your cousin’s the harvest queen,” Judy suggested.

We moved on only after banging on the door to avoid one of those ironic revelations that come when you fail to check a possibility and discover it was your salvation all along. We got no answer, and the door was locked.

Softened by sedentary careers, we were beginning to ache when we reached the next house a short distance down the road. Even Judy, who at least moved around a little in her job, was beginning to breathe heavily.

“It’s dark there too,” she said as we stopped at the low fence which bordered the front yard.

There weren’t any slivers of light showing through, not even a television glow. Reception probably sucked anyway. I was wondering about a B&E when Christine spotted the sign.

Judy knelt in front of it and produced a Bic lighter, firing it with a flick of her thumb. The placard was done with a red magic marker, a standard “garage sale” message scrawled across a piece of white poster board tacked to a small post beside the driveway. It didn’t say garage sale, however. It said “Feast of Tabernacles,” and an arrow pointed back along the driveway which stretched on past the house.

“What is that?” Judy asked. “Some kind of harvest thing?”

“Sort of,” I said. “It’s an old Hebrew celebration. They used to go to Jerusalem to observe it.”

“Somehow I suspect these folks aren’t Jewish,” Christine said.

“Didn’t they say in An American Werewolf in London don’t get off the road?” I asked.

“We’ve got to find help,” Judy said.

We started along the driveway, walking past the house and moving on into the woods behind, the oak trees forming a canopy over the trail as it wound back into the darkness. Some moon and starlight filtered down through the branches, but not as much as I would have liked. “Country dark” is different from city dark, a girlfriend of mine told me once. She wasn’t lying.

We meandered through the trees for perhaps fifteen minutes before we saw the lantern light. It gleamed like a firefly through the trees, a Coleman which thwarted the primitive effect. Momentarily that was comforting. Whoever they were, they shopped in modern stores.

We moved toward the light, pushing through some brush and branches until we were standing at the edge of the encampment. Despite the lamp, the primitive effect was restored when we looked closely.

Oak and pine branches had been woven into makeshift lean-tos beside a gurgling spring, and a handful of people were sitting around a smoldering campfire drinking coffee.

Judy and Christine silently held a business meeting with their gazes and elected me as group spokesman, positioning themselves behind my shoulders as they edge me forward.

The old man rose first and walked forward. He had a snowy white beard and matching hair under a blue baseball cap, and he wore a red flannel shirt and blue jeans which made him look typically rural but not uncivilized. Yet elvish eyebrows arched over clear blue eyes and made him seem a little odd.

“Greetings,” he said with a sweeping gesture which invited us into the camp. “I’m Naaman.” He looked like Moses.

A handful of people were gathered behind him, a couple of men dressed in jeans and work shirts similar to his and some women in plain print dresses with sweaters to protect them against the chill. They had their hair pulled back in buns, making them look like 19th century farm wives. Give them some wire-rimmed glasses and they could’ve posed for “American Gothic.”

“I wondered if you might have a phone,” I said shaking his work-worn hand. It was like clasping a gnarled piece of leather.

“The preacher’ll be comin’ in a while,” he said. “Have a seat, and we’ll pour you some coffee.”

The three of us moved in and took seats in lawn chairs under one of the lean-tos. One of the women poured coffee from a pot sitting on the campfire while the old man pulled up a bucket for his seat.

Squatting on it, he nodded politely to Judy and Chris and tipped his hat. “You folks know much about the Feast of Tabernacles?”

“Was a Jewish thing, wasn’t it?” I asked.

That seemed to offend him. He turned toward me, not moving his neck much so that the motion seemed unnatural, and his eyes rolled up at me. “Since the coming of Yeshua the word of the Lord was made real for the Jew but also for the Greek.”

“You may know him as Jesus,” the old man’s wife said, walking over to stand beside him. “But back then there wasn’t any ‘J’ sound. They knew him as Yeshua, and so we call him that as well. We observe the tabernacles because we don’t observe man’s holidays anymore.”

“But we were lookin’ at the book of Leviticus,” the old man said, “and we saw that the Lord has holidays for us as well. We don’t have to do without. We’re obedient.”

I nodded politely. If we were going to have to wait through the “come to Yeshua” speech before he would take us to a telephone I didn’t want to offend him. At least we might make the reception.

“The tabernacles we set up once a year, a temporary dwelling, because we’re told to do it in the book of Leviticus.”

Living under a lean-to for a week to please God seemed to me to indicate the dangers of taking symbolic things too seriously, but I didn’t argue, and fortunately Judy and Chris remained silent as well. They were too busy starting to speak.

The guy was making us all a little nervous, but there was no sign of the preacher he’d mentioned. We waited, listening to more tidbits of his twisted wisdom, expositions on sin and redemption and interpretations of the Old Testament that would have perplexed a Talmudic scholar.

I was relying on the coffee to keep me awake when we heard the hoof beats, which were at least encouraging because they were the first sign of alternative transportation since the engine had died.

Naaman jumped to his feet. “The preacher’s here,” he said, and we walked around the lean-to and looked back through the forest.

We’d timed things just right. The horse appeared through the trees, a huge black steed with hooves that rumbled like thunder. We assembled at the edge of Naaman’s group, watching with surprise.

“He’s probably looking for the church too,” Chris whispered.

The beast stormed into the encampment, and the rider swung down from the saddle in a quick, fluid motion right out of an Old West show.

“Hott damn,” he swore as he passed off the reins and walked toward the old man. “That wind’s as cold as a nightmare’s breath tonight.”

He was about as old as Naaman, or older with a face that looked like it’d been chiseled. I’d known an artist once who took pine knots and carved what he called forest sages using the natural grain of the wood to form the ancient countenances he desired. This guy looked like that with white hair framing the deeply lined features like wild cotton plants.

His clothes were black, black slacks, black coat with a tail that flapped around his knees and a black string tie. The hat was round-brimmed, and he reminded me of pictures of the old itinerant Methodist ministers. I wondered for a minute if he was playing some kind of role in light of their tabernacle celebration, but then he took his hat off and banged it against his leg to shake out trail dust, removing all doubt that he was an actor. He wouldn’t have been that good.

“Can we get anything for you, Brother Brister?”

“I could use some food,” he said.

“There’s beans,” Naaman said, not realizing he was dishing up a hopeless cliche.

“That’ll be good,” said the preacher, who probably hadn’t seen the dozens of Westerns that made his dinner a bad joke.

He sat down a lawn chair and accepted the plate Mrs. Naaman offered. Then he voraciously shoveled Campbell’s into his face. Some of them missed and rolled down his chin like little orange boulders.

It was the best advertisement I could imagine for installing a cellular. I could’ve written the commercial. “Don’t let yourself get stranded without Dial-fer-help Cellular. Call us today.”

When Brister finished eating, he put the plate aside and got up, dusting his clothes again before he reached into his pocket and plucked out a small, crumpled Bible.

“If he’s long winded, we’ll miss the whole party, and your cousin’s not going to want to pay me,” Judy said.

“Looks like we’re in it for the duration,” I said.

“I didn’t want to shoot a wedding anyway,” she responded.

We were witnessing a sociologist’s dream. The preacher was out of the 19th century, and his congregation here wasn’t far ahead of him. I couldn’t quite believe it was real.

“I’ve come to talk to you tonight about that which is unclean.”

I shifted around a bit. I usually get nervous when religious types begin diatribe. I’ve been cornered enough times by people who don’t like my line of work to make me cautious. My “I try to be a spiritual man” line seldom works.

“The Lord in the Book of Leviticus outlined things which were unpleasing to him.”

I adjusted my tie again, wondering if three weary travelers were on the list. I hadn’t checked out Leviticus in a while.

“It’s said a man shall not sleep with his sister, for that is an unclean matter whether she be the daughter of his father or his mother, and the Lord also says that a man should not take his brother’s widow as a wife for this is an act of impurity.”

His check list of things that seemed taboo to the ancient Israelites could fit right in with this modern observation of Tabernacles. These people wanted to live in the past; they might as well have a litany of other archaic sins to give them something to worry about.

I began to look around to see if he was making anyone else uncomfortable. He seemed to have the attention of everybody except Judy, Chris and me. We were looking at each other as he continued to ramble, quoting Scripture about remote cases of incest and other forms of intercourse you wouldn’t want anyway.

I was looking into the woods over Naaman’s shoulder when I spotted the first flutter of movement. I attributed it to wind until I noticed some other shadowy shapes lurking around the fringes of the camp and began to detect the gleam of eyes reflecting the firelight.

“There’s somebody out there,” Chris said.

“Several somebodies,” Judy observed.

The preacher was reciting a new verse which didn’t relate to anything he said before, just buying time, when they began to emerge, huge brute-like men with ridged brows and dark hair which hung limply about their faces.

They wore clothing fashioned out of animal skins, the stuff of frontier societies, and they carried spears and clubs. I rubbed my eyes, half wondering if the campfire smoke was blurring my vision.

I could see where the old legends developed. They looked like something less than human, as if they had never been exposed to the things we consider order and society. Hell, they looked like those priests of Atlantis who supposedly got out of hand with the barnyard stock.

They moved toward the preacher now, eying him cautiously as he spoke of the unclean.

He noticed them and showed no fear as he continued to lambaste evil verbally. “The unclean must be cast out,” he said.

He pointed toward the wild men. “You see them? They have emerged from their hiding because they have heard my cries. They have followed me from the bottoms where they lay hidden because they knew my message was to be shared tonight.”

His index finger pointed at them stalled their approach, and they looked at him quizzically. They didn’t seem to be his flock as I’d first expected.

“Are they the unclean ones?” Naaman asked.

“They’d appear to be pretty unclean,” the preacher said.

He chuckled then, deep in his throat, and I realized something was wrong. I watched his hand move, reaching swiftly and surely beneath his coat and plucking out a revolver. The handle was old and worn looking, but the metal was clean. I had no doubts it would fire.

Protectively, I draped my arms around Chris and Judy because the drawing of the gun seemed to signal the wild men. They raised their weapons and moved from their frozen positions then, snatching up equipment and what food was visible under the lean-tos. Lanterns, blankets, beans, sleeping bags and everything else they could lay hands.

Brother Brister pointed his weapon at Naaman, stopping the old man before he could raise his clenched fists and shout protest to the bombardment.

“What’s the meaning of this?” he asked finally through clenched teeth.

Brister laughed openly now. “You really wonder, Naaman? Surely you know we have to live, and the Feast of Tabernacles is the time to give offerings. I’m the preacher, so I’ll see that the Lord’s will is done with all this, just like I always have, and just like my father before me.”

“You dare to let these unclean ones overrun our tabernacles?” Naaman protested.

“Somebody’s got to provide for them, and I’m elected,” Brother Brister said. “My family’s always led them. Ever since they came here and found they still lived in the shadows.”

“What are they?” I asked, my curiosity overcoming my fear and disbelief. They weren’t just people in costumes.

“Outlaws and such settled here when it was the lawless land,” Brister said. “They went out into them woods and found whatever else was there, they married among themselves, and the genetic strains crossed until they went a little simple. My great granddaddy was the outlaw preacher Miggs Brister who went to preach to them for their souls and became their caretaker and protector.

“He led ’em in the Cherry Meadow Massacre you’ve heard of, but he was just trying to keep them safe from encroachment. When the state began to get control of things out here, our people took them deep back in the woods to save ’em.”

“It would have taken generations for all that,” Chris whispered. “Even if there were something like, what, Neanderthals still living somehow?”

“Let’s not argue with him,” I suggested.

“But they’re unclean,” Naaman said, leveling a finger at him. “You preached about the unclean then brought them into our midst.”

“I didn’t say what was unclean,” Brister said. “You folks have done some shit over the years. It was your people what tried to over run them back in the old days. You woulda taken their land just like you did the Indians’, and you woulda gone to war with them just like you did with everybody else. Somebody had to see after them.”

Amazing, isn’t it, that you can live in an area all your life and never have a good idea of what’s going on over the next hill. No wonder no one’s ever produced a clear photo of Bigfoot.

“We’ve gone back to the pure religion, and you come in here and defile,” Naaman said.

“You want your pure religion?” Brister asked. “It calls for a fire sacrifice on Tabernacles doesn’t it?”

Naaman’s eyes widened, but before he could protest, a couple of the men he’d called unclean swarmed in on him, pinning his arms to his side.

I started to move forward, but Chris grabbed my sleeve to curb my stupidity, and before I could shake loose, a couple of the wild men moved in front of us, grinning toothless grins and lifting their spears and clubs to block us.

“Why would you want to do this?” Naaman complained. “We’re good people.”

Brister bent and took a stick from the fire. “We ain’t,” he said, laughing as the men backed Naaman to a tree.

His wife cried out as they tied him against the bark, but some of the others held her in place and grunted warnings as she tried to pull away.

Judy tried to lift a small camera from her belt but I shook my head. Pictures would have been proper documentation but hardly worth the reaction the men might have if they thought she was stealing their souls or anything.

“Damn you,” Naaman shouted. “You can’t do this.”

Brother Brister shrugged and looked from one cluster of men to another. “Looks like I can,” he said, letting his mouth open wide with his grin. Then he touched the stick to blankets they’d wrapped at Naaman’s feet.

I turned my head as the flames began to climb up over his clothes, engulfing him, consuming him, but I couldn’t shut out his screams. On my arms, Chris and Judy’s nails dug into my flesh through the sleeves of my coat, but I didn’t complain. At least the pain reminded me I was still alive.

When it was over, the wild men released the others, and they stepped away from us as well. I was gagging as the wind kicked the smell in my direction, and my eyes were full of tears as I looked on the blackened flesh.

Brister walked up to me as embraced the women. All of us were about to be sick, especially as the breeze swirled around Naaman’s charred flesh, picking up the stench of the remains. My glimpse of him was only from the corner of my eye, but the hideous, smoldering statue that remained was enough to make me quiver inside.

“Why’d you do it?” I asked.

“’Cause I’m a mean son of a bitch,” Brister said, laughing again and slapping his hat against his leg.

When I didn’t show a reaction his face became more solemn for a moment. “There’s stuff out here you don’t understand,” he said. “You got these folks out here playing games with the Bible, trying to get back to the past, way back in the past. Well they cain’t look back without seein’ what’s been done out here. There was people here long, long ago, and when the outlaws came they intermarried with them. You see the results around you here.”

That answered Christine’s question about generations.

“There was intolerance of the offspring. Some of the old people massacred them more than once. So they’re geared to take care of themselves,” the preacher continued. “Once in a while you need a sacrifice to remind folks and set things straight and do a little justice for what used to be.”

His ramblings were insane, his sense of justice horrifying. I felt my legs tightening, threatening to buckle beneath me, but I managed to stay on my feet. We were a few miles from a church, a few miles from my cousins, a few miles from the civilization. This was supposed to be civilization, but the rules were different here.

How do you survive if there’s not a cohesive set of rules? How does society survive without the social contract?

The old man nodded back toward the roadway. “You better get to walkin’,” he said.

“Yeah,” I said. “The church is only a few miles.”

We turned and headed back for the road.

Then we ran.


Scars

I saw Sherman Creighton again the other day, and the scar was still with him, a white, jagged line that zig-zagged across his forehead and through an eyebrow. It stopped at the upper edge of his left eyelid, but the pupil had turned a milky purple.

He smiled when he caught me looking and shoved a thick hand toward me as his grin formed.

“Truman Sales isn’t it? I haven’t seen you in a coon’s age.”

“Sometimes it’s hard to believe how fast time passes,” I agreed, accepting his hand.

I was sitting on a stool at the lunch counter in a store downtown. They’d just shoved a club sandwich in front of me, but I felt my appetite oozing away.

He had that effect. He was a tall, heavy man with thinning hair and a dark mustache, and he was dressed in foolish clothes—a jacket out of style, slacks made of a synthetic meant for curtains and a shapeless sports shirt from Doc Severinsen’s garage sale.

I still couldn’t understand what Susan ever saw in him. What he lacked in appearance, he didn’t make up for in personality. He was an ogre, not a guy given to introspection or self-awareness.

She’d married him young, when she’d been trying to get away from an abusive father, and Sherman had claimed ownership as soon as the ink on the license was dry.

He’d never beaten her or waged physical
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