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Trigger Warning:

This is Horror.

Some of the themes in this book may upset sensitive readers. Those themes include but are not limited to child endangerment and murder, suicide, abuse, animal abuse, mental illness, violence, gore, and many other extremes.

This is not the book for those looking for feel-good stories. While there may be some wholesome and satisfying endings, make no mistake that the genre is built to frighten and make the reader think. No one is safe from life's horrors; not adults, children, or animals. That may be a brash way to see it, but it is, unfortunately, reality.

Also, note that these stories are works of fiction. Any similarities between real people, places, or events are coincidental. It is also absolutely no reflection upon my own father.

As the author, I try to limit the scope of these experiences because I know the trauma involved can be very impactful. That said, buyer beware. Go into this book knowing that there are unsettling things contained herein.

You have been warned.

This. Is. Horror

Oh, and one final trigger warning: I am proud member of the LGBTQIA+ community. There are gay themes in here. If reading my book would be considered a form of support in the reader’s mind, or go against their beliefs, then they should take note and skip over it. I refuse to apologize for being who I am.

Never again.
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This book is dedicated to the man who helped make me who I am today. Even if I didn’t see it then.

I love you, Dad.
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It’s funny. When my father was still alive, and I was in my rebellious teen years, he and I butted heads often. What boy didn’t? He was a difficult man to read. I was probably the same. He and I were too much alike at times. 

He had a love for spaghetti westerns, sports, and action flicks. His favorite author was Louis L’Amour. I also remember seeing him weep on a rare occasion.

He loved to play “Dirty Rat” and taught me how to play “Twenty-one” and “Blackjack” to pass time when we were camping on rainy days. We’d split the till of pocket change he’d amassed, use it to make our bets, and then return it all to the same jar for the next night. We’d play horseshoes, He taught me how to fish, and how to clean them. 

He gave me an appreciation of nature and travel. He taught me a good work ethic and lamented my uncanny ability to procrastinate. (I still haven’t shaken that. Sorry, Dad.) He was a wonderful provider, even if he didn’t do it alone. I wanted for nothing. Except Levi’s. Wranglers just weren’t the same. (Then I grew up and no longer cared about labels, just as he said I shouldn’t.)

He’s been gone for thirty years now, and I have so much to say to him. That’s why I made this book and dedicated it to him.

Yes, they are horror stories. No, my father was not an awful person in the slightest. Let me make that perfectly clear. I was blessed by God to have that man in my life. Why it took me so many years to bring myself to appreciate him is beyond me. Maybe it’s that procrastination of mine rearing its ugly side. Not everybody gets so lucky.

That’s why I penned this collection; not to make readers scared of father figures, but as my way of honoring mine. Isn’t that what we’re supposed to do when they deserve it? I don’t know whether it’s truly “horror” or not, but I do know that, as I wrote it, it made me feel. I hope that everyone feels it as deeply as I did.
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Pulling into the cemetery, I park next to the resting place of a good part of my matriarchal family. I get out and explore the ground-hugging markers to locate my relatives. Kneeling, I peel away last fall’s dead leaves clinging to the marble like mourning friends. The next to go is the spreading crabgrass along the edges. I don’t visit these plots as often as a good person should.

My chest tightens, the lump in my throat growing, as I prune away the invasive vegetation. The earth releases a petrichor that satisfies me as my family’s markers are now more visible.

“The caretakers must not weed-eat,” I mutter, both a curse and a musing at the state of things. “They need to do a better job.”

One by one, I repeat the ritualistic process. Finally, I stand tall and nod at my contribution. Many relatives that I knew, and some I didn't, populate this little section of the quiet landscape. The strangers jigsawed betwixt them make my efforts look discriminatory. A small pang of guilt erupts within me, that I don’t treat their headstones to the same spa treatment. It vanishes like ether.

Only one to go. The one I came here for.

I step to an unused area, its solitude making its lone tenant look like a pariah, I find my father’s grave site. His headstone looks in no better shape than the others. I repeat the ground keeping process until my heart is happy with the accomplishment.

Without a word, I return to my car for a large cardboard box, the last of my father’s things, and the reason for my visit. Jutting from one corner of the container is a broken-down fishing pole; the sections bound together with bread ties.

The box clatters as I put it down and seat myself in front of the marker where I can read it. I study the name on it as if it holds the answers to the universe. Perhaps it does.

“Hey, Dad.” My jaw clenches after the words leave my mouth. I choke back the emotion. I sniffle and wipe a tear forming in the left corner of one eye. “Sorry. Allergies.”

I’m lying to a corpse. What the hell is wrong with me?

“I found another box of your stuff the other day.” I chuckle, the sound stopping dead before it morphs into something else. Composing myself, I lock eyes on the gravestone as if it could look back at me. “Can you believe that?” I read the date of his death, the mental math causing my lips to move. “Thirty years?”

I can’t stop the head shake of disbelief. My shoulders droop as I let out a long sigh.

“Best get on with it, then.” 

I place a long-stemmed crimson rose on the marker. My hand dives into the box, retrieving a folded and mangled two-page letter I typed for this. Unfurling the papers, I clear my throat and begin to recite.

Dear Dad,

I’ve been hesitant to write this letter, despite wanting to do it for quite a while. I made every excuse I could to avoid this project, even halting my writing completely. I didn’t know where to begin.

I wanted to be creative, making it a conversation between us. It’s the writer in me, I suppose. I wasn’t sure that I’d be able to do your voice justice since I can't remember it.

Then I found this little treasure trove of your things. That was when I knew it was time. I need this closure. Maybe you do too.

The ground below me lurches a bit. At least that’s what it feels like. When it didn’t happen again, I dismiss it as a trick of my imagination and continue reading aloud.

Today is Flag Day and the anniversary of your marriage to Mom. Father’s Day is next weekend. I promised myself that I’d get this done before then so that I could read it to you. I hope I honor you the way God intended me to.

I know that I don’t think about you as much as I should. I hope that doesn’t hurt your feelings. I don’t want to cause you pain in the afterlife.

You were a good father, a good provider, and a good role model for me. It may have taken me years to come to this enlightenment, or even admit it. That's my pride and stubbornness, rearing its ugly side. Let's admit I come by that honestly and move on, shall we?

I hope that I make you proud. I'm far from perfect, but I try to do the right thing every day, like you taught me. I know that there are things that I do that you might not have abided by. I won't make excuses. I don't know how you would have felt about your only son being gay.

After that admission, I rub my tattoos and touch my pierced ears. Once again, the ground shakes as if something rolls around beneath me. An explosion echoes in the distance.

You would have loved my husband. He's a bundle of energy who complements me. Mom and the family love and accept him as one of us. You would have, too. It may have taken a bit for you to get beyond the fact that I'm gay, or it may not have. There's always an adjustment period, I suppose. I can't recall where you stood on things like this. You'd think I'd remember your reactions with all the AIDS headlines in the news at the time.

The world seems to be unraveling all around us. I hate to think we are living in the "End Times," but the evidence is mounting. I hope I'm wrong. I don't fear death. I fear never being able to see my loved ones again. I don't fear hell or damnation. If God damned me from the beginning, then there's nothing I can do to prevent it.

Gunshots fire about a half mile away. No threat currently, so I continue, though my nerves are on high alert now.

If Heaven is a place without those I've lost over the years, then I'm not sure I want to go there, either. It won't be my paradise. What kind of heartless person could go into the afterlife and shrug their shoulders that someone they cared for won't be joining them?

I reach into the box and pull out the fishing pole: a Shakespeare spin-caster he once treasured. I could never get the hang of that type of reel. I always ended up with a tangle of line around the spool whenever I tried to cast it. I laugh at how "blue" my father's language would get when that happened.

I want to go fishing with you one last time. Even if I don't "hold my mouth right," and you out-fish me. I miss our days at the lake. The memories are bittersweet.

My hand finds the brass compass he left me. Popping open the latch, I watch the needle twirl around like the blades of a fan. My face scrunches at the sight. 

It never did that when I used it for hiking. 

I shrug it off as I place it on his gravestone.

I suppose I lost my way a bit after you passed; it took a while to realize how off-track I was.

Two of my biggest regrets in life center around you. They aren't your fault. 

Mom and I sold the lake lot. As many memories as we made there, it wasn't getting used anymore. Practicality won over sentimentality. The solitude vaporized when a single family bought all the lots around it. They weren't bad people. I didn't enjoy having neighbors there. I sold it to them so that they
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“He adopted a role called being a father so that his child
would have something mythical and infinitely important
aprotector.”

- Tom Wolfe
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"An almost perfect relationship with his father was the
carthly root of all his wisdom."

- C.S. Lewis
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“Anyone can be a father, but it takes someone special to be
adad, and that why I call you dad, because you are so
special to me. You taught me the game and you taught me
how to play it right.”

- Wade Boggs.
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