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INTRODUCTION

 


If the title
Dark Dixie: Tales of Southern Horror
sounds familiar to you, that’s because it was the
title of my 1992 audio collection put out by Spine-Tingling
Press. Dark Dixie was one of several audio releases by that now-defunct horror
publisher and appeared on the nominating ballot of the 1992 Grammy
Awards.

The Dark Dixie that you have before you is
the print version of the aural experience. It contains the same
five tales of Southern horror that the original Dark Dixie featured, along with three
more stories of rural darkness from my small press magazine days of
the 80’s and 90’s. They are a mixture of folklore and fact, history
and hysteria… whittled from the imagination of a boy who grew up on
the tradition of Southern storytelling; ghost stories told around
an October bonfire or weird tales whispered in the darkness of a
summer porch with the winking of lightning bugs in the night and
the far-off howling of something that might have been a dog… or
perhaps not.

I hope you enjoy these ten tales of Southern
horror. If they whet your appetite for more, then, there’s plenty
more where these came from…

 


Ronald Kelly

Brush Creek, Tennessee

February 2010

 



 YEA, THOUGH I
DRIVE

 


There was a massacre in progress on I-53.

The interstate system stretched from Atlanta,
Georgia, across Tennessee and Kentucky, clear to Cincinnati, Ohio.
Until the autumn of that year, it was known mainly for its scenic
beauty and the Southern hospitality exhibited at the restaurants
and motels that served as overnight havens between the long miles
of rural solitude.

Then the killings began.

In three short months, the “Roadside Butcher”
had murdered seventeen travelers along Interstate 53, each one
varying in degree of brutality and mutilation. Some drivers were
found sitting in their cars or eighteen wheelers with their throats
neatly slashed from ear to ear. Others were found lying at the side
of the road, sliced open from gullet to groin, gutted like a deer
at hunting season. And then there were the more grisly of the
Butcher’s victims… those who had been hacked to death, dismembered,
or decapitated. The strange thing about the whole ordeal was that
there was no definite pattern. The victims had been hitchhikers and
drifters, as well as vacationing travelers and burly truckers who
regularly frequented the five hundred mile stretch of southern
interstate.

The Highway Patrol was out in full force, as
were the FBI, but the increase in law enforcement did not seem to
deter the Butcher from performing his fiendish whims. It got so
that veteran travelers of the road began to carry pistols and
sawed-off shotguns, secretly stashed in glove compartments and
sleeper cabs. Most of the truckstops began to sell a rather popular
bumper sticker which read “YEA, THOUGH I DRIVE ALONG THE HIGHWAY OF
THE SHADOW OF DEATH, I WILL FEAR NO EVIL, FOR I AM THE MEANEST
S.O.B. ON I-53!” However, at least a couple of those fearless
motorists were found lying across their front seats with their
throats cut down to the neckbone or their entrails dangling from
the rear view mirror like strands of Christmas garland.

The sudden increase in freeway paranoia did
not help Mark Casey’s situation any. He had been a drifter for
years, possessing a nagging desire for wandering and the freedom of
the open road. Before the chaos on I-53, the long hair and beard
had not hampered his ability to catch a ride, either from exit to
the next, or straight through to his intended destination. But
these days, hitchhiking was becoming one big pain in the ass.
Whenever he hung out at a truckstop or stood at the roadside with
his thumb in the air, he felt the eyes of potential rides
appraising him negatively and noticing his uncanny resemblance to
Charles Manson. Never mind that the wild eyes and swastika carved
on the forehead was absent; the motorist would still see all that
hair and the baggy field jacket that could easily conceal any
number of sharp implements. They would see all that in one fleeting
glance, shake their heads “fat chance”, and drive on, leaving Mark
frustrated, sore-footed, and cold.

If it hadn’t been for his sudden pairing with
Clifford Lee Gates, Mark was sure he would have ended walking clear
from Florida to Ohio that week in mid-December. Clifford Lee was a
lanky boy of eighteen from Cloverfield, Georgia, a farming
community that boasted a gas station, a general store, and a
whopping census of one hundred and eighty-two citizens. Clifford
Lee had high aspirations of becoming a country music singer. His
constantly good-natured grin and overabundance of optimism were
signs that he actually believed that he would make it big in
Nashville, armed only with a beat-up Fender acoustic and his rural
charm, despite his obvious lack of money and connections. Mark knew
at once, upon meeting him at a greasy spoon called Lou’s Place,
that he should watch out for this wide-eyed innocent. The boy would
be easy pickings with a psychopath like the Butcher on the
loose.

Anyway, it was Clifford Lee’s infectious
charm that netted them a ride north with an overweight copier
salesman by the name of A.J. Rudman. Rudman was returning home to
Louisville from a Xerox convention held in Daytona Beach the
previous week. They had overheard him talking to the truckstop
waitress and, when he was paying his check at the register,
Clifford Lee approached him with a big ole country-bumpkin grin.
The middle-aged salesman was apprehensive at first, eyeing the
young man’s bearded friend with immediate suspicion. But, soon, the
boy’s benevolence won over the man’s worries and he told them he
would give them a lift that stormy winter night.

The long drive started out in silence; a
silence born of tension and uneasiness. Mark sat in the front,
while Clifford Lee took the backseat, upon Rudman’s insistence.
Obviously, the Kentucky salesman wanted the more suspicious of the
two where he could keep an eye on him.

Mark suffered the blatant mistrust quietly,
just thankful that he and the Georgia farmboy were inside a warm,
dry car and not humping the dark countryside in the pouring
rain.

By the time they crossed the
Tennessee state line, the mood had lightened somewhat. Idle
conversation had echoed between the three and Clifford had even
picked some country tunes on his guitar. The hillbilly twang in
Gates’ voice grated on Mark’s nerves, but he settled into the
Lincoln’s plush velour seat and tried to enjoy it anyway. A.J.
Rudman seemed to be having digestive problems. He drove with one
hand on the wheel and the other tucked into the mid-section of his
tan raincoat over his prominent beer belly. Probably has a bad peptic ulcer, thought Mark, not without a flare of mean-spirited
satisfaction. I guess that’s what you get
when you’re a part of the corporate rat race these days, right,
Pops?

“Where are you boys bound for?” Rudman asked
out of pure boredom. His nervousness seemed to be gradually
increasing for some reason. He was popping Rolaids like they were
jelly beans.

“Well, I’m heading for Dayton,” Mark replied,
trying to inject a friendly tone in hopes of dispelling the man’s
distrust in him. “I’m going home to my parents’ place for
Christmas. Mom always has a big spread laid out; turkey, candied
yams, the works.”

“How about you, son?” the salesman asked over
his shoulder.

Clifford Lee had been softly singing a medley
of Dwight Yokum songs. He looked up and grinned sheepishly. “I’m
off to Nashville, Tennessee to be a big country star. I grew up on
country and western music. Me and my pa, we’d listen to the Grand
Ole Opry every Saturday night. I got to singing and picking on the
guitar here and the folks said ‘Why, you’re as good as any of ‘em,
Clifford Lee! You oughta head on up to Music City and try your
luck.’ So that’s what I aim to do.”

During the farmboy’s longwinded explanation,
Mark noticed his hand squeeze past the guitar strings and disappear
into the hole of the Fender’s hourglass body. He grinned. Surely
Clifford Lee didn’t have a secret stash hidden inside his guitar.
Mark had been around enough potheads to know a few who hid their
grass in strange places, including musical instruments. But, no,
Clifford Lee Gates was no more a smoker of marijuana than Jesse
Jackson was the Imperial Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan.

Still, the thought of a good smoke, straight
or otherwise, brought out that craving for nicotine in Mark Casey.
Since Rudman seemed to be smoker himself, Mark absently reached
into an inside pocket of his olive drab coat for a pack of
Marlboros, figuring the guy wouldn’t mind if he indulged. Suddenly,
the big Lincoln Continental was whipping back and forth across the
double lanes of the northbound stretch of I-53, shooting onto the
paved shoulder on the far side and braking to such a sharp and
screeching halt that the bearded hitchhiker would have butted his
head against the windshield if his seatbelt hadn’t been
buckled.

A breathless silence hung within the car for
a long moment. The pattering of steady rainfall on the roof was the
only sound to be heard. Then Mark turned and regarded the
pale-faced businessman. “What the hell did you do that for?” he
yelled. “Are you trying to kill us or something?”

A.J. Rudman swallowed dryly,
his right hand still pressed against his gastric woes. “What
were you doing?” he
croaked back. “What were you reaching for… inside your
coat?”

“My smokes, man, that’s all!” Mark pulled the
cigarettes from his pocket and slammed them down on the dashboard.
He stared at the businessman incredulously. “You thought I was
going for a knife, didn’t you? You thought that I was the freaking
Roadside Butcher! That I was gonna pull a big knife outta my coat
and carve your sonofabitching head clean off. That’s exactly what
you
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