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Introduction

The Sick Stuff

So…exactly why did I write this godawful “sick stuff”?

Well, it’s like this…

A peculiar thing happened in the early 1990s. Those who wrote in the horror genre at that time did their best to outdo each other. They wanted their fiction to be on the “cutting edge.” They wanted to push the envelope to the limit, so to speak.

In other words, they did their very best to gross their readers out.

Much of that had to do with the Splatterpunk movement that took place in the late ’80s and early ’90s. Horror writers such as Clive Barker, John Skipp and Craig Spector, David J. Schow, and others showed that extreme fiction of the dark kind was a valuable commodity back then. And, because it was so popular, most writers of horror and suspense jumped on the blood-and-guts bandwagon for the ride.

I was one of them…at least for a while. There seemed to be an air of intense competition in the genre at that time. Most of the small press magazines—and even some of the big dog publications—wanted shocking, visceral fiction, rather than creepy, atmospheric work. So, everyone scrambled to come up with the most gut-wrenching and disgusting tales of terror that they could dredge from their imaginations. I remember receiving rejection letters from publishers saying that my stories weren’t “bloody enough” or “lacked shock value”. That just fired up my determination even more. I was bound and determined to write what everyone seemed to crave, therefore I would conjure up every gruesome and gory image that popped into my mind. Truthfully, some of those tales I penned should have probably stayed in the muck and mire of that cesspool of misguided inspiration, never to be set forth on the printed page.

My dark detour into “cutting edge” horror was a short-lived one, lasting about six months or so. Then I was back to writing the kind of stuff that folks liked to read from me; tales of down-home horror set in the American South. Not that my writing career suffered from my foray into visceral literature; I just cringe a little whenever I come across one of those old stories that crossed the line a little too far.

The first collection you are about to read includes seven examples from that period. The first, Diary, was published in an issue of Cemetery Dance back in 1990. Of this story, Richard Chizmar wrote “Diary is an unusual tale—a bit nastier than Ronald’s normal work” …which may be putting it lightly. A couple more are Housewarming and Old Hacker, published in Eldritch Tales and New Blood respectively, but are presented here in their more repugnant, uncut forms.

Three other stories—Mass Appeal, Pins & Needles, and The Abduction—are previously unpublished pieces. The trio would have probably languished in the darkness of the filing cabinet if several friends had not urged me to bring them out into the open.

Of the bunch, Mojo Mama is the real oddity. Also previously unpublished, I wrote it back in 1992, lost all traces of it during my ten-year hiatus from horror, then rewrote it completely from memory to include in this collection. And I’m happy to say—in my opinion, at least—that it turned out ten-times sicker and nastier than the original version could ever hope to be.

In a strange way, I have fond memories of that time in my writing career. It was a time when I spread my wings and broke the boundaries of what I then considered “acceptable” fiction. In the Ron Kelly archives, the tales that make up this collection are considered my “sick stuff”…the kind of stories that twist at your innards and make them scream “Uncle!”

More Sick Stuff

But wait. Didn’t you know? That gruesome little collection called The Sick Stuff had a twin.

Oh, it didn’t appear at the same time as its nasty and abominable brother. It didn’t follow at its sibling’s heels, kicking and screaming, emerging into hated daylight. No, it chose to remain in the darkness of a cancerous womb of the imagination for a decade; festering, altering, mutating into an abhorrent story collection of its own.

Eventually, with jagged fangs and razor talons, it left its concealment; biting and clawing itself out of its fleshy burrow. With a moist and ghastly thud, it fell upon the bookshelf of the reading public, emitting ooze and noxious emissions that would knock a buzzard off a shit wagon. More Sick Stuff possessed a fetid life of its own. Between its dark covers lived and breathed horrors similar to those his brother bore so shamelessly. Repugnant treasures resided within that toy box from the nursery of Hell. Some were old; tales told in the heyday of small press horror, but obscure and hard to find. Other vile and loathsome scribblings may have been a bit more familiar to you, while others were new; one darkly humorous, the other not so much.

Together they were the beastly organs of a single contemptible creature; individual in their foul and frightful functions, but working collectively (like the dreaded Borg). More SS presented a shocking yet satisfying read…tidbits of terror to chill you as cold as a winter cadaver or leave you sweating like a whore on the front pew of a church.

Hopefully, that second collection gave folks the same shudder and shiver (and diarrheal roiling of the gut) as the original Sick Stuff did…and if that something turned out to be of multiple morbidity in nature, then more the better.

Even Sicker Stuff

Months following the accursed birth of More Sick Stuff, even more labor pains resurface…

At first, they echo as only a dull and distant ache, like a nasty bout of indigestion…a procession of bloated gas bubbles forcing their way through the channels of the lower intestines. Then, slowly, the discomfort builds in intensity. Irritation leads to pain and pain to agony. Soon, it becomes a torment nearly impossible to bear. As the unfortunate surrogate screams, mortified, the third and last child tears…rips…shreds its way toward light. Its hideous head crowns and breaks free. Cloudy pupils, long blind in darkness, sharpen and look around eagerly. Then, suddenly, gleefully, the first thing it lays eyes on is you.

The final offspring of the Sick Stuff trinity of terror has arrived…a six story, bouncing baby ghoul. Even Sicker Stuff joins its siblings, ready to carry on the family tradition. It is smaller than the others, but equally abhorrent and vile, eager to run its frigid fingers down the length of your spine. Two of its horrific tales are malignancies from long years past, but four are fresh from the keyboard; pulsing with new life like foul and fetid larva bursting from dark cocoons, hungry for your fear and loathing.

Together, the three join and become as one; words, sentences, and paragraphs…twisting, forming, congregating between these covers, melding like flesh and bone and sinew. The Essential Sick Stuff rests, complete, in your clammy grasp, ready to be devoured and, perhaps, even savored (if you truly have an appetite for such literary rejectamenta). As an added treat, enjoy the disturbing images rendered by master horror artist Alex McVey that lurk in the unsettling pages within.

And, as usual, Many Happy Nightmares, y’all!

Ronald Kelly

Brush Creek, Tennessee

February 2020
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Diary



August 21

They want to know why I killed those people in Tennessee. They want to know why a no-account bum like Jerry Weller crossed paths with the All-American family and systematically tortured, raped, and slaughtered them, one by one.

They seem very insistent for answers. But I give them none. I only counter their questions with questions of my own.

Why did Satan drive me to commit such atrocities?

Why did God allow such atrocities to take place?

They think they have me pegged. They brand me a violent psychopath and spout their psychiatric crap, but they’re still missing the point. If they weren’t so damned stupid, they would be able to look into my eyes and see the squirming, maggot-infested soul that lies decaying within.

You see, perversity is my forte.

It is normality that drives me insane.

August 29

My parents didn’t tell me for a very long time that I once had a twin brother. When they did, they only said that he had died shortly after birth. I knew they were concealing all the gory details. Eventually, they told me the whole story…and, boy, was it a doozy!

It seems that there were once twin brothers named Jerry and Jamie. Shortly after their arrival home from the hospital, Mom and Dad went out for a night on the town, leaving the little ones in the care of teenaged babysitter Caroline. An hour later, Caroline’s beatnik boyfriend, Rodney, showed up with a big bag of goodies. There was much drinking and pot smoking and airplane glue sniffing. Soon, Caroline and Rodney had gotten wildly high and thought it would be incredibly funny to put little Jamie in the kitchen oven. They chug-a-lugged vodka and reds as they turned the flame to the max and cooked the squalling infant like a meatloaf.

Supposedly, I witnessed the whole thing, but I don’t remember. Hell, I was only three months old at the time.

Those freaking junkheads had the right idea, but they made one mistake.

They baked the wrong gingerbread boy.

September 5

How about a nice bedtime story?

Once upon a time there was a clean-cut, All-American family. They never fought with one another, they attended church regularly, and lived by the Golden Rule. They lived in a cozy, suburban home, drove a mini-van, and sent their children to public school…just like those perfect television families of the fifties and sixties—the Nelsons, the Cleavers, the Brady Bunch.

One summer, this family decided to take a trip to Smoky Mountain National Park. They took snapshots of the sights, watched the Cherokee Indians do their rain dance, and found a secluded campsite so they could commune with nature and enjoy the great outdoors. They sang songs, roasted marshmallows over the campfire, and swapped ghost stories. They had a wonderful time.

Then the man showed up out of nowhere, wearing a friendly smile and a stolen park ranger’s uniform.

September 12

When I was six years old, I would visit my grandmother. She had this sweet, little canary named Penny. Penny would fly right out of its cage in the corner of Grandmother’s sewing room and land in the palm of your hand. It would sit perfectly still and sing you the most beautiful song.

One day, while Grandmother was out working in her flower garden, I slipped into the sewing room and opened Penny’s door. It flew out of its cage and lit lightly in my hand.

“Sing me a song, Penny,” I said, but it remained silent.

I took a straight pin from Grandmother’s sewing basket and shoved it into Penny’s little, black eye. It pierced the bird’s tiny brain and emerged out the other side.

Penny sang me a song then, a very loud and frantic song…but not for very long.

September 23

Bedtime story. Part Two.

The park ranger said hello, sat down beside the fire, and drank a cup of coffee offered to him. As pleasant conversation was exchanged, he studied the All-American family. Father, mother, gray-haired grandmother, and two children, a boy and a girl. He enjoyed their company for a while, as long as he could possibly stand it. And then that damned urge crept into his demented mind…

October 7

They sent me to reform school when I was seventeen for cutting off my girlfriend’s breasts with a pocket knife. After all these years, I still haven’t figured out what my true motive had been. Maybe someday I’ll call her up at the state asylum and ask her if she remembers why I did such a horrible thing.

October 14

Bedtime story. Part Three.

Father went first.

The friendly park ranger took a hunting knife from his belt and, with an upward thrust, drove the point up under Father’s jaw. The razor-honed blade sliced effortlessly up through his tongue, the roof of his mouth, and into his tender brain. He fell forward into the campfire and burnt his face off while the ranger rounded up the rest of the All-American family…

October 19

My attorney wanted me to go for an insanity plea. I fired him and got myself another lawyer with a less attractive track record.

I keep telling them what I want, but they don’t seem to take me seriously.

I want to fry.

I want the juice to surge through my body until my veins pop and I begin to sizzle like a slab of raw meat on a hot griddle.

October 31

Bedtime story. Part Four.

My, Grandma, what big eyes you have…lying in the palm of my hand.

November 4

Boy, do I miss, Nam. Sometimes I cry myself to sleep, I miss it so.

I volunteered to go, you know. Not because I was patriotic, but because I heard there was a lot of weird shit going on over there. Some of the other grunts thought I was nuts for signing up, but they didn’t understand. They all hated the Nam, while, for me, it was pure paradise.

The first day there, the platoon sergeant took us cherries out behind a Quonset hut. There were four dead gooks lying in a ditch, riddled with bullet holes and flies. The sarge made us get down into that ditch and kick them in the head. He said it was to drive the squeamishness out of our systems before he turned us loose in the jungle. He made us kick and kick and kick until their skulls split open and their brains covered our combat boots.

Some of the guys puked their pussy guts up. I would have been down in that ditch all day if they hadn’t pulled me out.

Be all that you can be…

November 8

Yesterday, some big guy named Alfonso tried to pull a caboose on me in the jailhouse showers. I was all lathered up and too fast for him, though. I backed him into a corner and, finding him to be an attentive audience, did one of my favorite impressions to entertain the sonuvabitch.

By the time the guards got there, poor Alfonso was lying on the wet tiles of the shower stall, clutching at himself as he bled to death. Me, I just stood there and watched with a bloodstained smile as they searched for the missing part of Alfonso’s anatomy…one that they will never find.

You know, I do a lot of neat impressions—Bogart, Cagney…the Donner Party.

November 11

Bedtime story. Part Five.

Hey, kids, let’s pretend that it’s Christmas time!

That pine tree over there can be the Christmas tree and we can decorate it, too…with pieces of dear, old Mom.

We can use her fingers for tinsel and her organs for ornaments. It’ll be lots of fun, just you wait and see.

Deck the halls with bowels of Mommy…

November 28

After coming back to the World, I spent some time in Mexico, smuggling drugs and wetbacks across the border. The money was good and kept me in tequila and cheap whores. Then I met up with this guy and we started making movies.

We would lure some chick off the street and take her back to our motel room. We would get her half drunk and give her a snort of coke laced with Spanish Fly. By the time my partner had his camera set up, she would be hot and ready.

Then I would come out of the bathroom, naked except for one of those weird, leather bondage masks. I would then proceed to make love to her. When she opened her mouth to scream in ecstasy, I would take the linoleum knife and, reaching between our heaving bodies…

I had that snuff film stashed somewhere in my van with all my other scrapbooks and trophies, but I didn’t have an 8mm projector to watch it with. I once considered taking it to a Fotomat to have it transferred to DVD…but I chickened out at the last moment.

December 1

Bedtime story. Part Six.

How about a nursery rhyme for the children?

This little piggy went to the market.

SNAP!

This little piggy stayed home.

CRACK!

This little piggy ate roast beef.

SNAP! CRACKLE! POP!

December 13

I robbed a gas station in Tucson once and made the attendant eat a turd out of the men’s room toilet, promising to spare his miserable life if he would only perform that one, simple act.

He did.

I didn’t.

December 22

Bedtime story. Part Seven.

Oh, did I forget to tell you? The All-American family had a baby with them.

I was going to let it live, honest I was. But then I figured, hey, what kind of life is the kid going to have if I do? He will probably be shuffled off to some sleazy orphanage and be adopted by sadistic parents who will beat and abuse him and he will grow up to be a sick bastard…just like me.

So, I took him down to the campground trash cans and left him there.

You know, where all the hungry bears hang out for breakfast.

January 7

Well, it’s official now. The jury handed down their verdict and the trial is over. The death penalty. I get off just thinking about it.

In some states it is lethal injection, in others the gas chamber. Here in Tennessee it is Old Sparky…the tried and true electric chair.

As for my journal, this will be the last entry. The wire that I pried from the springs of my bunk is getting dull and the words are barely legible now. For, you see, the exploits I have penned have not been committed to paper…but to human flesh. I am a living tome; all my sins and atrocities have been carved into every inch of skin, or at least the places that I could reach.

Perhaps, following my execution, the grisly accounts of my life’s work will be made public. Perhaps some unscrupulous individual will bribe a morgue attendant into letting them take photos of my body and they will end up in a sleazy tabloid or on some off-beat website. Then all the world will be privy to my pursuit of barbarity and perversion.

So, if you are browsing the internet during the late hours of the night, and come upon me…please, indulge your morbid curiosity.

Come…read my diary.
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Housewarming



Exactly why Aunt Millie had willed him the house on Elkins Avenue was something Chuck Stuart had been trying to figure out since the old woman’s funeral. He had finally concluded that she had done so purely out of spite.

Chuck had never been one of his late aunt’s favorite nephews. As a teenager, his constant rebellion against authority had always rubbed her strict religious values the wrong way. Quite a few unsavory episodes in his wild lifestyle had distanced him and his aunt during the years and perhaps that was the main reason she had stuck him with that unsalable property on the low-rent side of town.

Yes, the single-story house on the half acre lot was completely without market value and for one distinct reason. It was infested with spiders. Brown recluse spiders they were, sometimes called fiddlebacks because of the pale violin shape across their back. They were poisonous little devils; not as much so as a black widow, but close. They had a nasty bite to them, causing nerve and tissue damage and, if there was an allergic reaction, death.

Aunt Millie had lived there until five years ago, when Uncle Pete died. Then she had moved into an apartment and rented the little white clapboard house to various low-income families from time to time. Her property in west Nashville had netted her six hundred bucks monthly…until the spider problem began. It had gotten so bad, in fact, that the tenants had finally gotten fed up and moved out, leaving their possessions behind.

Several exterminators had been hired to fumigate the entire house, but it didn’t seem to do any good. In a month’s time their number had increased tenfold. It got to the point where his aunt was scared to even venture into the house herself. She could see the spiders clustered on the inside of the windows, skittering across the whitewashed siding outside and up the rain gutters. Finally, she had closed up the house permanently, stapling sheets of clear plastic over the doors and windows until it looked as though it was encased in cellophane, hermetically sealed against the outer world. Millie would have had the place torn down, but no demolition crew would go near it. Many a dozer operator got cold feet thinking about plowing into that old house and becoming immediately covered with the tiny brown spiders.

And now Chuck was checking the place out for himself. The only reason he was there was because of his own desperation. Chuck’s financial situation was pretty depressing. He was a session musician by trade and a good one. He worked the recording studios along Music Row, playing lead guitar and fiddle whenever the demand arose. Lately it had not, and he found himself living uncomfortably beyond his means.

Therefore, he figured he might weasel out of the lease on his own riverfront apartment and live there for a while. That was if those hair-raising tales about spider infestation panned out as being just another one of his late aunt’s vivid exaggerations. She had been quite infamous for making mountains out of molehills.

Chuck eyed the house with apprehension as he walked up the weedy sidewalk and climbed the porch. The front door was blocked by a wrinkled sheet of heavy plastic, the type painters used for drop cloths. Chuck unfolded his pocketknife and split it down the center, watching nervously for the first sign of spiders. So far nothing. He dug the keys from his pocket, unlocked the door and, armed with a flashlight and a can of heavy-duty spider spray, stepped into the cramped and stuffy living room.

The room was dark and dusty, the blinds drawn and the second-hand furniture sitting in shadowy lumps, deserted by the previous tenants. There was even a color television in the far corner. Cripes, they must have been in a hell of a big hurry to get out of here, he concluded. He directed his light upon the dusty floorboards, along the drapes and the uneven plaster walls. But still there was no visible sign of those nasty fiddlebacks.

He took the grand tour of the place, vaguely remembering it from the times he had visited there as a child. It was a small house built in the post-war forties. Just a living room, a couple of bedrooms, a bathroom, and a kitchen. As he entered each room, he expected to see fleeting movement and the corners shrouded in tattered web. But, except for the light powdering of dust and the rancid smell of mildew, the house seemed perfectly normal.

Chuck breathed a sigh of relief and smirked at his aunt’s stupidity. The joke’s on you, dear aunt, he thought with a shake of his head. There aren’t any spiders here. Hell, I haven’t seen a single spider since I walked into this damned place.

On the spur of the moment he decided to rush home, pack a few things, and spend the night there. Sort of trial run and a further snubbing of his late relative’s groundless phobia of spiders. There would be no electricity, but he could rough it for a couple of nights at least.

He examined the master bedroom. There he found a sturdy wood-framed bed, complete with mattress. He sat down and bounced a few times, testing the springs. It’ll do till I can tote my bed over. Yeah, this might not turn out so shabby after all.
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The next few days passed without incident. It was the nocturnal hours spent in the old house, however, that kept Chuck from the creature comfort of a single good night’s sleep.

He would awake in the early hours of the morning, peering alertly into pitch darkness, his ears straining for the least little sound. He often thought he could hear the minute scrambling of thousands of tiny legs as they skittered somewhere beneath him. He could almost sense the movement en masse. But when he took his flashlight from the nightstand and shone it upon the floor beneath his bed, there would be nothing but shadow and dust bunnies. No milling multitude of venomous arachnids…only emptiness.

The following morning found him, with flashlight and insecticide, thoroughly searching the entire house, from attic to the cramped crawlspace of the foundation. As always, he found nothing. Rather than dispelling his suspicions, his fruitless inspections only caused the feeling of unease to grow even stronger.

He could not understand it. All the neighbors he had talked to had confirmed Aunt Millie’s story. According to them, the little house had been hopelessly invaded by brown recluse spiders. Yet, he had found no evidence of there ever having been a single one in the vicinity. None of the tell-tale signs were revealed; tatters of old webbing, dried bugs who had fallen prey, not even a single, shriveled husk of a long-dead fiddleback.

Still, Chuck could not shake that unnerving sensation that they were there somewhere, luring just beyond the reach of prying eyes. Such a vast nest of the horrid pests could not have disappeared so completely and left no lingering trace at all.

The utilities were back on by Friday and, on Saturday morning, Chuck recruited some friends to help him move. A U-Haul and five trips transferred all his earthly belongings from the excessively expensive apartment to the drafty bungalow halfway across town.

They had most of the stuff unpacked and put away by nightfall and, during the hectic process, Chuck had mentioned several times for everyone to “watch out for spiders”. It soon became an inside joke with the gang. One of the girls would let out a squeal and Chuck would come running with a fly-swatter and a can of spider spray. Everyone would break up laughing. Chuck didn’t think it was so damned funny at first, but soon he joined in, feeling foolish and a little peeved at himself for being so nervous over a creature no larger than his thumb.

That night they had a party to celebrate Chuck’s new residence. He pulled out all the stops and told his friends to cut loose and enjoy themselves. There was some coke and grass, plenty of booze, and, after hooking up the stereo system, they cranked up the volume and jammed to everything from Led Zepplin to Lynyrd Skynyrd. Chuck’s blatant disregard for restraint was not so much directed at his new neighbors than it was directed at Aunt Millie herself. The rock & roll orgy was his final rebellion; thumbing his nose at her stifling, puritanical ways and her last-ditch effort to put him down with that silly story of wholesale spider infestation.

Chuck was half bombed and just starting to loosen up, when his girlfriend, Bonnie, let out a shriek and bounded off the couch, rubbing the back of her arm.

“What’s the matter, sweetheart?” he asked in sudden, sober concern.

“I don’t know,” she pouted. “Felt like something bit me.”

“Better break out the Raid, Chuck!” some joker yelled and started an uproar. Only Chuck and Bonnie didn’t laugh. He examined the welt on her arm and found it red and inflamed. Almost instantly he knew exactly what had bitten her.

“Grab your jacket,” he told her. “I’m taking you to the emergency room. You’ve got a bad spider bite there.”

That brought a few giggles from the half-stoned crowd. “Oooh, there he goes with those freaking spiders again!” snorted his best friend, Ted Downes, who was taking a Metallica CD from its case.

Chuck’s face grew livid with sudden rage. “Just shut the hell up, will you?” His words sent the whole group into stunned silence. “Listen up! This party is officially over. I’m taking Bonnie to the hospital and when I get back I want to see this place vacant…understand?”

Everyone nodded and mumbled their agreement. “What about your bed?” asked Ted. “I thought we were gonna set it up for you tonight?”

“I’ll get it myself tomorrow.” Chuck had calmed down a little and felt like a complete ass for flying off the handle. “Really, I appreciate everyone’s help today. It’s just been a very tiring day for me with the move and all.”

“Sure, man, we understand,” assured Ted. “You go on and take your lady to the doctor. We’ll stick around long enough to clean up and we’ll lock the door when we leave.”

Chuck offered an appreciative smile. “Thanks. We’ll see you guys later.”

Everyone sat in silence until they heard Chuck’s Corvette pull out of the drive. “Now let’s do some serious partying!” shouted Ted. He pushed the volume control to the limit and, with a girl on each arm, proceeded to open a fresh keg.
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Chuck was in a foul mood when he returned home later that night. It was not because he found the place in worse shape than when he had left. He had expected as much from reliable ol’ Ted. No, it was the hassle he had gone through at the hospital that lay heavily on his thoughts.

He had a hard time convincing the attending physician in the ER that Bonnie had been bitten by a brown recluse. “Are you absolutely sure?” the young doctor had asked. “Did you kill the spider? Did you even see it?” Chuck had answered no and, when the doctor first refused to treat the wound as a spider bite, he had nearly decked the guy, he was so keyed up.

Finally, Bonnie’s injury had been treated as such and Chuck had driven her home. She had wanted to stay the night at his place, despite the possibility of another spider bite. After some heated discussion, Chuck had given in. He told her to come over around midnight. That would give him plenty of time to check out the house before she showed up, although he had a sinking feeling that he knew what he would find, or rather, not find when his search was complete.

The first thing he did when he got there was tear the cushions from the sofa and pull it away from the wall. He examined it thoroughly but found nothing. In frustration and total disgust, he retired to the bedroom.

He lay in bed and watched television, waiting until the hour of twelve rolled around. The nightly news first, then an old Gunsmoke rerun. He was drifting off, when something caught his attention and made his heart pound in excitement. A tiny, star-shaped shadow darted across the TV screen, settled on Matt Dillon’s face for a second, then disappeared into the dark border of the picture tube.

Chuck was up in a flash, the lights on, a rolled-up TV Guide clutched in one hand. He crossed the floor to the set and searched it, front and back. He found no sign of the fleeting intruder. “Where are you, you little bastard?” he grumbled.

He pulled the TV stand away from the wall. There was a small crack in the baseboard, just large enough for a spider to squeeze through. His awful obsession came to a head at that moment, turning him a little crazy. He stepped into the hallway and found the toolbox he had brought to do some carpentry work. He took a claw hammer back into the bedroom with him and set to work.

After ten minutes, he finally ran out of steam and stared dumbly at his destructive handiwork. He had torn away the oaken baseboard along the bottom and battered several large craters in the plastered drywall. His violent mutilation had revealed only aged insulation and a few random mouse turds abandoned along the studs and crossbeams. And guess what? That’s right. Not one freaking spider!

Chuck stumbled into the bathroom and downed a couple of Tylenols for his blinding headache. “Chill out, man,” he told himself. “You’re getting all worked up over nothing.” He glared into the mirror and saw the face of a haunted man. I bet Aunt Millie is really getting a kick out of this. I bet she’s laughing her ass off up there in the great hereafter. Well, screw you, dear auntie! This is my place now; lock, stock, and barrel. Your little head game with the spider story isn’t going to work anymore. I’m here to stay, you old bitch, and there’s nothing you can do about it!

Wearily, he prepared for bed. He stripped down and, naked, climbed into bed and switched off the nightstand lamp. He did not feel like waiting up for Bonnie any longer. She would likely wake him up at midnight anyway, with that wicked little way of hers. Not that he would feel much like accommodating her affections tonight. The day’s activities had pretty much wasted him.

He sighed deeply and settled between the cool sheets, hoping that sleep would come soon. He had left the side window open. It was cool that night, but comfortably so. The sound of crickets and a southbound train lulled him into a light slumber.

Chuck was awakened abruptly an hour later when a spring poked him square in the lower back. “Damned mattress!” he rasped. He managed to find a more comfortable position, but not for long. Two more springs jutted upward, prodding him the left shoulder blade and right buttock. “What the hell is going on here?” he asked the darkness, then suddenly held his breath.

He could feel the mattress moving slightly beneath his weight, could sense something vibrant and alive stirring against his body, separated only by thin foam padding and cloth. Goosebumps prickled his naked flesh and he nearly cried out as the loud ripping of rotten mattress ticking echoed from beneath the bedcovers.

Almost afraid to move, Chuck reached for the flashlight that sat on the nightstand. He snapped on the light, lifted the covers, and, in horror, shone its beam at the foot of the bed.

A great gorge of writing, brown spiders spewed from the split in the old mattress. He wanted to scream, wanted to leap from the cool bed linen, but dared not. He dared not whimper a sound or move a muscle. He dropped the flashlight and endured the awful sensation of those tiny abominations as they danced across his ankles.

Like an incoming tide, the spiders advanced upon him in brown ripples, covering his legs, groin, the flat of his stomach. He could only lie there and shudder as they covered him completely, taking up every available inch of bare flesh, each one claiming its own private spot.

When the maddening tickle of tiny legs ceased to cross his skin, Chuck laid there in rigid suspense. What the hell are they doing? screamed his mind. In God’s name, what are they waiting for?

A signal. That was what they were waiting for. When the last fiddleback had taken its proper place, the link was complete. As if on cue from some higher state of consciousness, they all began to bite, pumping every pore with the vile poison of their glands. Chuck’s body lurched violently, racked in agony, his nervous system pierced by a thousand white-hot needles. But it was only for a second. The deadening effect of the venom acted fast, plunging him into merciful paralysis.

Then they were on the move once again. Scampering through his hair, invading every orifice of his body; his ears, his nasal passages, the gaping cave of his mouth, frozen in a final silent scream. They squeezed past the loosening muscles of his rectum and made a mad dash through the twisting maze of his bowels. A platoon of baby spiders entered the opening at the tip of his penis and traveled through the channel of the shaft, marching their way toward the warm nursery of his bladder.

Slowly, one by one, they began to settle into their newfound home.

The fleeting wash of headlights passed the bedroom window as a car pulled into the driveway outside. The sudden glow revealed a picture hanging on the far wall…a picture that Chuck swore had not been hanging there before. It was the smug and self-righteous face of Aunt Millie. A faded black-and-white photograph wreathed in a squirming frame of brown recluse spiders.

Abruptly, fiddlebacks settled on his unflinching eyeballs and he laid there in total darkness. He listened torturously for the sound of Bonnie’s key in the front door lock, the sound of her footsteps in the hallway, the rustle of her clothing as she disrobed and climbed into bed next to him.

And he knew there would be nothing he could possibly do to warn her.
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Mass Appeal



Monday night, Billy dreamed that he had been invited to a special birthday party.

The invitation was written in Romanian and penned in the rust red ink of which the human body was so plentiful. Although he couldn’t read Romanian—after all, he was only eight years old—he somehow understood where and when the celebration would take place. Exactly who the party was to be thrown for was still a mystery in his youthful mind.

He found himself riding in a carriage drawn by six, jet black horses. Billy wasn’t the only occupant of the carriage. His basset hound, Ringo, was on the satin seat beside him. Billy was dressed as he usually was; t-shirt, denim jeans, Nikes, and the Atlanta Braves baseball cap his father had bought him at the stadium last season. He held one of his mother’s homemade cakes in a Tupperware container on his lap.

The journey was long and tiring. They traveled along barren roads, surrounded by dark forest and overshadowed by the distant peaks of the Carpathian Mountains.

By evening, they had crossed the Danube River and were entering the city of Bucharest. They passed through town, eliciting fearful stares from peasants hidden behind locked doors and shuttered windows. Then the carriage ascended a winding road to a great, stone castle that towered like the shadow of an angry bully over the picturesque, European village.

“We are here, Master Billy,” said the coachman, a brawny guy in a dark cloak. Billy peered from the windows of the carriage as the huge doors of iron and oak opened, and they entered.

“Welcome, my young friend,” called a tall, cadaverous man dressed in crimson robes and wearing a peaked helmet decorated with gold and precious gems. His gaunt face was pale and severe, and he sported a thick mustache that was the same raven black hue as his shoulder-length hair. His eyes were dark and dangerous, like smoldering coals that might flare into searing flames at the least provocation.

“Hi there, Vlad,” replied Billy. He stepped from the carriage without fear, as though the fifteenth century dictator had been a pal of his since kindergarten. He did tip his cap in greeting, however. He had read in a book once that the man sometimes took offense at those who refused to do so and nailed their hats onto their skulls for their rudeness.

Billy held out the plastic cake box. “My mom baked this for you.”

Vlad the IV took the container and opened it. He grinned, revealing teeth that had been filed to sharp points with a blacksmith’s rasp. “Pineapple upside-down cake! My favorite!”

Billy joined his host at a long banquet table in the middle of the courtyard. It was heaped with every type of meat and poultry imaginable, all raw and uncooked. In the center of the table was a huge, golden punch bowl that was filled with a brackish red liquid.

“I’m glad you arrived when you did, Billy,” said Prince Vlad. “My other guests…they were quite unacceptable. Real party-poopers.”

“Where are they now?” asked Billy.

Vlad chuckled. “Oh, they’re hanging around.”

And they were. Perhaps fifty men, women, and children surrounded the inner walls of the courtyard…all gruesomely impaled on long, wooden stakes. Some were dead and contorted, but most were still alive. They writhed like earthworms on fishhooks, their bloody guts dangling from the holes where the stakes entered and exited their tortured bodies.

“Have some punch, Billy,” said Vlad. He handed the boy a jeweled goblet. Billy drank it and made a face. The stuff was thicker than Kool-Aid and had a funny, salty taste to it.

“Are they in pain?” Billy asked out of curiosity.

“Intense agony is more like it,” said Vlad. “Impalement is much worse than, say, hanging or crucifixion.”

They forgot about the squirming, moaning bodies for the time being and concentrated on the birthday party. They lit the candles on the cake and Billy sang “Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday dear Vlad the Impaler, Happy Birthday to you!”

They were getting ready to play a game of Pin-the-Tail-on-the-Donkey—using a real donkey—when Vlad’s attention was drawn to the table. Billy had nearly forgotten about his dog, Ringo. The hound was filching a leg of lamb from a silver platter.

“Mischievous cur!” raged the prince. “I’m sorry, Billy, but you know the rules.” Vlad produced a wooden stake about three feet long and handed it to the boy.

Glumly, Billy nodded and called Ringo to him. The dog skipped happily to his young master, eager for a pat on the head. Therefore, the dog was surprised when the boy jabbed downward, sending the sharp end of the spike into his chest, impaling him from stem to stern. “I’m sorry about that, boy,” said Billy. He secured the screaming dog among the others, then joined his friend Vlad in the continuing festivities.

“How many have you done?” he asked.

Vlad shrugged. “I don’t know. Thirty thousand perhaps. How about you?”

“Ringo was my first.” He looked back at the dog. Ringo’s intestines were hanging out of his mouth like a tangled, gray tongue.

“Don’t worry,” Vlad assured him. “You’ll get the hang of it.”

The party resumed. They played a few games, feasted on raw meat and punch, and decapitated a palace guard or two. Then it was time for Billy to go home. “Bye, Ringo!” he called, but the dog only hung there limply. Billy felt kind of bad about that, but, hey, rules were rules.

“Next time bring your family,” said Vlad, helping the boy back into the carriage. “The more the merrier, you know.”

Billy could see that. Vultures were circling the castle in a swirling black cloud, ready to descend and partake of their share of the birthday feast. The boy blew a paper party horn at the carnivorous fowls, waved good-bye to Vlad, and settled back for the long ride home.
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Some kids wanted to grow up to be cops or firemen or astronauts.

Billy Brooks wanted to be a mass murderer.

It all started when his next-door neighbor, Mr. Strickland, who worked for the Atlanta phone company, woke up one morning and decided that he’d had quite enough. He loaded his deer rifle, drove his truck to the interstate, climbed a telephone pole, and began shooting. Before the SWAT team finally got there and put a bullet through his skull, Mr. Strickland had killed fourteen people and caused one hell of a traffic jam. A note inside his shirt pocket blamed his actions on the threat of terrorists in the Middle East, global warming, and the fact that those child-proof caps on aspirin bottles were a bitch to get into, especially if you were suffering from a migraine headache.

A few days later, after the big new story had died down and the police had gotten tired of picking around in Mr. Strickland’s house, Billy ducked through the barrier of yellow police tape and crawled through a basement window. He didn’t know exactly what he was looking for, but it didn’t take him long to find out. The police completely overlooked a footlocker stashed behind the water heater. The box contained books. Books about every mass murderer and serial killer in the annals of criminal history. Billy had sat there and read for hours
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