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By F. K. Sterling

I first heard the name Silas McBride from a woman in a hardware store in Jasper, Arkansas. I had been asking — too loudly, as it turned out — about local ghost stories for a piece I was working on about Ozark folklore. The woman behind the counter, a heavyset woman in her sixties with iron-gray hair and the kind of patience that comes from having heard every kind of fool question, looked at me for a long moment before she said anything.

"You want real stories," she said, "you go find Silas McBride. But I'll warn you right now — he ain't gonna talk to you. He don't talk to nobody."

She gave me a general direction. Not an address. Not a name of a road. Just a direction and the name of a holler, and a description of a mailbox that had been shot so many times it looked like a tin colander.

That was October of 2021. I found the mailbox in November, and I found the man about sixty yards behind it, sitting on a porch that looked like it had been built sometime around the First World War and hadn't been painted since. He was maybe seventy, maybe older — it was genuinely hard to tell. He had the kind of face you see on old photographs of men who spent their whole lives outside in weather that didn't care whether they lived or died. Deep-cut lines. Eyes the color of creek water, pale and moving and cold. He had a cigarette burning down between two fingers and a coffee mug sitting on the rail beside him, and he watched me come up the path with the absolute stillness of a man who has learned that whatever is coming toward him through the trees is probably something he'd rather not deal with.

He did not invite me to sit down.

"I ain't got stories for you," he said, before I'd even introduced myself. "Whatever she told you, she was wrong."

I told him who I had written for. I told him about my interest in the Ozarks, about my conviction that the mountains held something that the academic literature had never properly reckoned with. He smoked his cigarette down to nothing while I talked and then lit another one from the butt of the first.

"Go home," he said.

I went home. But I came back in January, and then again in March. I brought coffee the third time, real coffee in a thermos, and I didn't say much of anything, just sat on the top step of his porch steps and drank coffee and watched the tree line and waited. He watched me from his chair. After about two hours of this, he said: "You're stubborn as a wet mule."

"Yes sir," I said.

"That ain't a compliment."

"I know it."

He was quiet for another stretch. A crow landed in the yard and walked around pecking at something in the dirt. Finally Silas said: "What do you actually want to know?"

"Everything," I said. "The real things. Not the tourist stuff."

He looked at me a long time. "Son," he said, "the real things ain't the kind of thing you put in a book for people to read on their porch swing."

"I know that too," I said. "But they ought to be somewhere. Before the last person who knows them is gone."

That was the thing that did it, I think. Not my persistence and not the coffee. The idea that the knowledge would die with him. Silas McBride had spent thirty-some years walking into the worst corners of the Ozarks, documenting things that most professional folklorists and paranormal investigators would never have found because most professional folklorists and paranormal investigators don't get invited. He had the trust of families who had been keeping certain secrets for four and five and six generations. He had seen things. Done things. Survived things. And he was old now, and he smoked too much, and he lived alone at the end of a dirt road, and he had no children to pass it to.

He told me later that his biggest fear wasn't death. His biggest fear was that the things he knew would be buried with him — not just the horror of it, but the warnings. The practical knowledge of what to do and what not to do and what happens when you get it wrong.

"These mountains got rules," he told me, in one of our early conversations. "Old rules. Most people don't know 'em anymore, and that's exactly why bad shit keeps happenin'. You break a rule you didn't even know existed, you still pay the price. The hills don't give a good goddamn whether you knew or not."

We talked for eighteen months. Mostly on that porch, occasionally inside when the weather turned brutal. He drank coffee in the mornings and whiskey in the evenings, and he smoked continuously, and he talked in the way that old Ozark men talk when they've finally decided to trust you — not as a performance, not for effect, but as a plain recitation of fact. This happened. Then this happened. Here's what I did. Here's what I should have done. Here's what I found when I went back.

I have tried, in this book, to preserve his voice as faithfully as I can. The dialect, the profanity, the dark humor, and the absolute deadpan matter-of-factness with which he describes things that would make most people run screaming into the night. Some of what follows is traditional Ozark folklore — stories that have been circulating in these mountains for a century or more, stories that Vance Randolph collected in the 1940s and '50s in his magnificent Ozark Superstitions. Silas knows these stories too, and he retells them in his way, and his versions are often darker and stranger than the versions in the books.

But many of the chapters that follow are not folklore. They are firsthand accounts. Things Silas saw himself. Cases he was called in on. Nights he spent in places that he will not name, doing things that he will not fully describe, on behalf of families who are still alive and still living in the same hollers where these things happened.

I have changed names where he asked me to. I have omitted certain specific locations at his insistence. In a few cases I have compressed multiple events into single narratives at his direction.

Everything else is as close to verbatim as I could make it.

Silas McBride does not believe in the supernatural as a category. He doesn't use that word. He uses words like real and actual and there and present. When I asked him once, in the early months, whether he believed that what he had seen was genuinely paranormal or whether there might be rational explanations for some of it, he looked at me with an expression I can only describe as pitying.

"Son," he said, "I had a man grab my arm in a locked room that I had locked myself, in a house that had been empty for thirty years. I turned around and he was standing right there — or something was standing there that had his face and his voice and his smell. And then it wasn't there. And the door was still locked. Now you tell me what the rational explanation is for that, and I'll listen to it with an open mind."

I didn't have one.

"That's what I figured," he said.

What follows are his stories. All of them. The ones that scared him and the ones that scarred him and the ones he still wakes up thinking about in the dead of night. He told me, on the last day we spoke, that he hoped people would read this book and be frightened — genuinely, deeply, usefully frightened.

"Not the fun kind of scared," he said. "Not Halloween scared. The kind of scared that makes you careful. Because careful is what keeps you alive out here. And these days, ain't nobody careful anymore."

He lit another cigarette. The trees at the edge of his yard were black against the last light.

"Read it slow," he said. "And pay attention to the parts that tell you what NOT to do. Those are the important parts."

He was right. They are.
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Chapter 1

The Gravedigger's Debt
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"Some obligations don't end at the grave. They just change hands."

— Silas McBride


You want to start with something that'll set your hair on end, I'll give you the Harlan Pruitt story. This was down in Newton County, back in the early nineties, and I got called in by the family themselves — which don't happen often. Usually it's somebody outside the family that calls me, some neighbor or preacher or county sheriff who don't know what else to do. But the Pruitts called me direct, and the reason they called me direct is because they already knew what was happening and they already knew why, and they just needed somebody to help them deal with it. They'd been dealing with it for three weeks by the time they called, and by then two of 'em had been hurt and one was dead.

Let me back up.

The Pruitt family — and I ain't using real names here, you understand, the real family is still alive and still in the county and I gave my word — had been leaving offerings on an old grave in a back corner of their property since before anybody living could remember exactly when it started. There was a gravestone out there, a old fieldstone marker with initials carved in it that had been worn down near to nothing by the time the current generation came around. The family tradition was this: every month, on the new moon, you put a silver coin and a small jug of whiskey on that grave. You do it at dusk, not after dark. You don't speak to the grave. You don't linger. You put the offerings down and you walk back to the house without looking behind you. And that was it. That was the whole thing.

They'd been doing this — the whole family, generation after generation — for what the oldest Pruitt woman estimated was about a hundred and forty years. She was eighty-something herself, and her grandmother had told her about it as a child, and her grandmother had been told by her own grandmother, so you do the math. Going back to maybe the 1850s or thereabouts. And in all that time, nobody in the family had ever missed a month. Not during the Depression. Not during the war years. Not during any of it.

Until the current generation decided it was stupid.

The grandchildren — there were four of 'em, all adults, all moved back to help with the farm after the old man had a stroke — they thought the whole thing was embarrassing superstition. Old lady nonsense. The matriarch of the family tried to explain it to them. She said: 'I don't know exactly what's in that grave, and I don't know exactly what the debt is, but the debt is real and we pay it and that is all there is to say about it.' The grandchildren — educated, practical, no-nonsense — told her she was being ridiculous and they weren't going to keep wasting good whiskey on a pile of dirt.

They missed February. Nothing happened.

They missed March. Nothing happened.

April, the oldest grandson — I'll call him Roy — woke up in the middle of the night because there was someone standing at the foot of his bed. He told me this himself. Said he sat up and there was a man standing there in the dark, couldn't see his face clearly, just the shape of him, just the presence. Roy was a big man, not easily scared, ex-military. He said, 'Who the hell are you?' The shape didn't answer. After a moment it moved — not toward him, just sideways, like it was drifting — and went into the wall. Not through a door. Through the wall. Roy turned on every light in the house and sat in the kitchen until sunrise and didn't tell anyone.

But then his sister saw it too, three nights later. And then the grandmother saw it, and when she did, she started screaming, because she knew what it was. She'd heard about it her whole life.

"It's the man from the grave," she told her grandchildren. "And he's come to collect what we owe."

They tried to catch up. Went out that same night, all four grandchildren and the old woman, with silver coins and a jug of Old Grand-Dad whiskey, and put it on the grave. The old woman said the right words — which she knew, she'd been taught them. And for a week, nothing happened, and everybody thought
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