Forward

You’re holding a collection of short fiction that means a great deal to me.  The stories contained in this book were all written between 1985, when I first began to think about becoming a professional writer, and 2001, the year I made my first professional sale of fiction.

Many of the stories in this collection have been published before in either small press magazines with limited circulations or online in electronic ’zines.  Others were written during that time but were never published for one reason or another.  Some existed only as fading ink on yellowed notepaper before I finally fleshed them out specifically for inclusion here.

As a writer, I always like to hear the little stories authors tell about the creation of their tales.  So, if you’ll bear with me for just a little longer, I’ll introduce you to each of the stories you’re about to read.

The first one, “Reunion,” is one of my most popular stories.  It won the Best Fiction contest for Short, Scary Tales electronic magazine, where it was first published in 2000.  The story was inspired by a conversation between J.R.R. Tolkein and C.S. Lewis over whether there would be any difference in resurrecting a body that was cremated and one that had decayed to dust when Gabriel blows his horn.

“The Interrupted Journey” was published in Phantom Fantasy magazine in 1997.  It’s a ghost story about young lovers separated by tragedy.

I earned my first money from fiction with the sale of “A Drink from the Springs” to Terminal Fright in 1994.  This one’s about some cowboys driving cattle up the Chisholm Trail and what they find in a watering hole that later became Government Springs park in Enid, Oklahoma.

H.P. Lovecraft was an early influence for me and that shows up in “The House Beside Soldred Quarry,” which was first published online at Dream Forge in 1996. It’s a story about a tentacled creature living in the depths of the quarry.

“Bridges” was originally written as a college assignment and, despite receiving an honorable mention in the Short-Short Fiction category of the 2001 Oklahoma Writers Federation, Inc. contest, I seldom submitted it for publication and it was never accepted.  The story is about a man facing a bridge that will change his life if he chooses to cross it, and remembering another bridge he refused to cross.

Reading Clive Barker’s “The Body Politic” opened my eyes to the possibilities of truly bizarre horror fiction.  That story showed me that I could write about anything, no matter how weird, as long as I made it plausible to the reader.  That resulted in my story “Chip,” which is about a gynecologist who orally gives birth to a son and his reaction to the child.  The story was published online at Short, Scary Tales in 2000.

I was never able to find a home for “Like Dying.” This story about a man who slips away from his wife to be with a prostitute either wasn’t violent enough, not erotic enough or the magazine I chose was full.

The first piece of fiction I ever had published was “Unholy Womb,” my first Halloween story.  It appeared in The Midnight Zoo in 1992.  It’s about a boy and what he finds growing inside the pumpkins he plans to carve into jack-o-lanterns.

A shanghai victim and one of his captors find themselves in a life raft on the ocean in “Dining at Sea.”  They get company when they discover a piece of their ship’s cargo floating with them.  This was the first story of mine to be included in an anthology.  It appeared in COLD STORAGE, a collection of stories about the undead, published by Short, Scary Tales Publications and Booklocker in 2001.

“Governing” was written before the scandals of Bill Clinton’s administration, but I have to admit his problems seeped into revisions of this story before it was published online at DeathGrip in 2000.

Two college buddies gamble until one is out of money and has to bet his immortal soul in “Aces Over Eights.”  This ghost story also was published by DeathGrip in 2000.

“Dawn’s New Coat” is a very graphic unpublished erotic horror story about a young woman who can’t accept her boyfriend’s excuse for leaving her.

“The Night Cloak” is one of those stories that was just a draft before being revised for this collection.  It’s about a boy who meets the man in the moon.

When I wrote “New Blood” and had it published in Mausoleum magazine in 1996 the idea of AIDS and vampirism wasn’t the cliche it is today.

“SKN-3” was originally written to be a comic book, but I never got around to adapting it properly.  The story is about a doctor getting revenge on the man who caused him to lose his medical license.

In “The Pollination,” an expedition lands on an unfamiliar planet covered in flowers and bring one of the strange plants back to Earth.  The results are not good.  This is another old story revised for this collection.

“The New Disciples” is another homage to Lovecraft.  The setting of an old insane asylum was a real place some friends and I used to explore south of my hometown.  The story asks if gods exist simply because we believe in them.  It was first published online at Lurid Fiction in 2000.

“Going Places” really isn’t much of a story – it’s more a vignette about a man who decides his life isn’t going anywhere and decides to do something about it.  I never submitted it anywhere, so it’s published here for the first time.

There’s a reason “Barney the Boa” is in a cage where he can see only his own reflection.  A fired zoo employee finds out what that reason is when be sets all the snakes free.  This one was published online at Short, Scary Tales in 2000.

I left the world of newspaper reporting to become a corporate writer late in 2000, a year of record drought in Oklahoma.  I missed my old job, so I wrote “Summer Offspring” as a series of newspaper reports about what happens when condoms are flushed down the toilet and eaten by rats.  This one first appeared online at The Kovacs Files in 2001.

“Soul Trap” is another of my very early stories being published here for the first time.  It’s about a man who was pulled back from death and finds himself trapped in his own body.

I turned off all the heat and wrote “Grandpa Frost” wearing a pair of shorts and a T-shirt one winter day to get an arctic feel for this story about a heat vampire.  It was published online at Frightnet in 1998.

“Digging Up the Past” is another college writing assignment, this time about a man who goes to the old family farm to find where his life went wrong.  It was published by EOTU in 2001.

A ghost asks a ghetto fortuneteller to help him exorcise the spirit that evicted him from his body in “Souls in Motion.”  The story was published in 2000 by DeathGrip.

“Last Trick” is one of my least favorite stories.  It’s about a young girl who has suffered all the abuse she can stand.  It was published online at the COLD STORAGE support Web site in 2000.

“Phaethon Reborn” is about a boy who can shape fire as if it were clay.  This story existed as a one-sentence outline for about 15 years before I finally wrote it for this collection.

“Ghosts” is about a man who meets himself as he might have been had he made different choices in his life.  It was published by Phantom Fantasy in 1998.

In 1987, I signed a contract to have “Nocturnal Caress” published by a small horror magazine, but, to the best of my knowledge, it was never published.  It would have been my first fiction publication ... and my first sale.  To make things worse, I’d sent the editor my only copy.  The version here is a complete rewrite and, I think, much better than the original.

Anybody who writes horror fiction and doesn’t name Stephen King as an influence is a liar.  “Particles” probably shows his influence more than anything else in my work.  It’s about a tiny lakeside town in Oklahoma and how the people come together when the lake dies.  It was just an old draft for about 12 years before I edited it and it was published by Infernal in 2001.

Many friends have told me “Success” is my most moving story.  Despite that, I never found a home for this one about a farm boy and the girl who leaves him at the train depot to be a star.  This one was inspired by REO Speedwagon’s song, “Son of a Poor Man.”

For a while, I was obsessed with various types of hauntings.  “A Change of Clothes” is about the psychic battery phenomenon as it applies to clothes left at a dry cleaners while a very charismatic traveling evangelist is in town.  The story was first published by DeathGrip in 2000.

“The Halloween Feast” has been published three times prior to this collection and I have received more letters on it than any other story.  In this one, a man is invited to an unusual Halloween party attended by the ghosts of his dead wife and son, and he’s given the opportunity to stay with them.  “The Halloween Feast” was first published in The Ultimate Unknown in 1996.

“Elijah” is the oldest story in this collection.  It was first written in the mid-1980s and went through too many revisions to count before being published in the final issue of DeathGrip in late 2000.  It’s about a demonic parrot that comes into the life of a young woman who has a phobia about birds.

The Horror Writers Association bylaws dictate that a professional-level sale must earn at least three cents per word for the author.  With that in mind, “Warren Pepper’s Victory Choir” was my first pro-level sale, appearing in the online men’s magazine 1000 Delights in December 2001.

There’s the lineup.  Now for the “thank-yous” that won’t interest anyone who isn’t named.  First, thanks to Wilda Walker, the Enid High School creative writing teacher who started me on this path – rest in peace, friend.  Also, to Johnny Quarles, Sara Orwig and Carolyn Wheat for their support and advice.  Thanks to Shanley Wells, Sandy Dickey, Bruce Mitchell and anyone else who has proofread for me over the past fifteen or so years.  And finally, thanks to my parents, my wife and my kids for putting up with me as I spent time alone, casting these demons out of my mind and onto paper.

