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          SHANNON RYAN

        

      

    

    
      I first met Adam in 2009, at ICON, the science fiction convention in Eastern Iowa. Jim C. Hines was the guest of honor that year, and I attended Jim’s panel at 4:00 PM on Friday, thinking it would probably be the most sparsely attended guest of honor event of the weekend. Around 4:10, the point at which I was sure my strategy had paid off in spades, and I had Jim C. Hines all to myself for an hour, Adam walked in. It got worse. Jim asked us what we wrote, and Adam said, “Horror.” Between that and the ponytail, I guessed he was the kind of person who still listened to heavy metal—and I was right.

      After attending almost every panel with Adam for the next two days, I gave in, decided that he was all right, and actually spoke to him. From then on, we’ve been close friends, even if he does listen to heavy metal. I’ve been involved with his books as both an editor and as a pre-release reader, and if we both attend a convention, we’re pretty much inseparable—on purpose. I have also had the pleasure of watching his work become increasingly, and deservedly, more popular.

      Let me tell you about Adam Whitlatch. Adam is dedicated to his craft. I imagine him spending hours and hours in his basement workshop toiling away—it can get downright Dickensian down there during the Iowa winter—as mysterious noises come down the stairs, he hopes he can finish his chapter before his boys destroy the rest of the house.

      Adam can be quite outspoken about his opinions and in his sense of right and wrong. This combined with his easygoing manner can sometimes cause people to want to start confrontations. Lucky for them, Adam is gentle, as he has seriously studied martial arts.

      He is a fan of Hunter S. Thompson to a degree that, had I not seen it myself, I would not have considered possible of anyone not raised under the administration of Richard M. Nixon. Despite his devotion to Thompson and his residing in rural Iowa, he has yet to collect a large number of guns.

      This collection of writing contains one of my favorite Whitlatch stories, “You Missed a Spot.” A few paragraphs ago, you may have read that I am not the biggest fan of horror. However, a good story is a good story. The same sentiment goes for “Blood, Spit, and Aspartame.”

      Of great interest to Weller fans is “The Weller: Land of Plenty,” the short story that was expanded into the first Weller novel. Also, I think many readers will be interested in the Terran Defense Corps stories, forerunners to his popular novel Birthright.

      While I have seen most of Adam’s later work, I had not read most of the short pieces in this volume. Covering ground from horror stories and science fiction to touching love poetry, this volume definitely shows his versatility.
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            YOU MISSED A SPOT

          

          ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED IN SHROUD MAGAZINE #7

        

      

    

    
      Harry sipped his coffee and stared out the kitchen window at the graying sky. The weatherman on the radio had mentioned rain, possible thunderstorms, over the next few days. His gaze lowered to the lawn, and he sighed. He hated mowing the lawn. It was by far his most loathed task in life. He would rather wash ten sinks full of the filthiest dishes than push that goddamned lawnmower.

      As much as he loathed the chore though, the grass was already over eight inches tall, and the neighbors had begun to complain, especially that nosy bastard Bill. Bill, his next-door neighbor, was president of the Neighborhood Block Association, and he never let anyone forget it. His almost-daily reminders that “the lawn’s looking a little wild” had begun to seriously grate on Harry’s nerves.

      With several days of rain in the forecast, the grass would soon get completely out of hand. And then he might have to mow it twice just so it wouldn’t look like shit and he wouldn’t have Bill back on his doorstep again complaining. No, he thought, shaking his head despondently. He just couldn’t put it off any longer. Today he was just going to have to mow the friggin’ lawn.

      God damn it.

      He tipped the coffee cup and drained the last dregs of the cooling liquid. He stared at the empty cup, and for a long moment considered a refill, but in the end set the cup on top of the stack of dirty dishes. Those would have to be taken care of at some point too. His hand reached out to turn on the faucet, but then he stopped himself just before his fingers could touch the faucet.

      No, he thought, the voice in his head filled with determination. I can’t put it off any longer. I have to mow that lawn.

      He grabbed his well-worn black and gold Iowa Hawkeyes cap off the hook by the garage door and pulled it over his balding head. He opened the door and felt along the wall for the large, square button that operated the overhead door, his fingers brushing the cracked plastic and pressing down once he found it. The old garage door gave a stubborn shudder, but finally began its slow ascent, bathing the garage in dull light from the clouded-over sun.

      In the far north corner of the garage sat an old, dilapidated red lawnmower. Not a lawn tractor or anything extravagant like that, just an old walk-behind. Harry’s distaste for lawn care extended to his equipment also. Small patches of brown-orange rust crept along the surface where the paint had flaked away.

      He knelt next to the old mower and unscrewed the gas cap, his arthritic fingers straining under the effort since he had accidentally screwed the cap on crooked last time. Finally the stubborn cap gave up the battle, and Harry peered inside the tank, his eyes widening with delight when he saw the level of fuel inside. The tank was almost empty. There was hardly enough to mow even the side portion of his lawn.

      No sense in starting today when there’s not enough gas to finish the job, Harry thought triumphantly.

      But then, his gaze fell upon the battered metal gas can under the workbench, and his spirits fell. He reached out, grabbed the top of the can, and shook it. A heavy sloshing sound echoed inside the can, and Harry sighed. So much for putting it off. He grumbled sourly at his own misfortune as he poured gasoline into the open fuel tank, the vapors stinging his sensitive nostrils.

      When the tank was full, Harry set the can down hard on the cement floor and grimaced at the can’s weight. There was still plenty for the next mowing. Pity. He’d have to remember not to buy so much gas in the future. Prices were too high anyway to be squandering it on such a wasteful chore like mowing the lawn.

      Harry pushed the mower out of the garage and into the driveway. When he stepped out, he looked up and noticed the sky was darkening even more. He would have to hurry if he didn’t want to get soaked. His fingers grasped the handle on the mower’s pull-cord, and he prayed that by the grace of God the mower would not start. When he pulled on the cord, however, the motor chugged to life, sending a small puff of blue smoke into the air.

      With slumped shoulders and a groan of defeat, Harry pushed the mower into the lush, thick grass of the front yard and began his most despised chore. It wasn’t long before the first beads of sweat began to trickle down the small of his back and down the crack of his ass. An old spiritual song passed his lips as he walked, quietly at first, but raising in volume as he pushed the mower past Bill’s open kitchen window. The thought of that pompous prick choking on his gourmet coffee upon hearing a “negro song” in his beloved community brought a satisfied smile to Harry’s face.

      As he forged onward through the neglected greenery of his front lawn, his mind began to wander to thoughts of his departed wife, Phyllis, and how she’d constantly nag him to mow the lawn. She would always interrupt him when he was reading the paper or watching the Hawkeyes. She’d come into the room with that disgusted look on her face and yell things like, “Why don’t you go mow the lawn, Harry?” or “I cook. I clean. I do the dishes. Is it too much to ask you to mow the damned lawn?” or his all-time favorite, “The neighbors are beginning to talk.”

      “Yeah?” he would always say. “Fuck ‘em.”

      He’d try to put it off, just like today, but in the end, Phyllis always won the war
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