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Foreword

 


What are you afraid of? Are all your fears
external? Things That Go Bump in the Night? Are you afraid of war,
monsters, cancer, death from an infinite number of sources? Some
other person or happenstance that tears into you or your loved
ones, something from outside of you that smashes your world apart?
The End of the World, maybe. That’s pretty scary.

Or maybe you’re afraid of what lies within
yourself: the Mr. Hyde that lurks inside us, with ravenous
appetites for destruction. A fury that can be unleashed by a
traffic altercation, a divorce, a taunting remark in a bar.

We live in a world where many experience real
horror with dismaying frequency. Some of us are lucky enough to
escape that, and find our entertainment in stories where someone
else is menaced. The horror tale has a long and noble tradition,
handed down from our cavemen ancestors, who told stories around the
campfire. Maybe back then it was wolves that were the menace, or
that weird sound that came from over the hill. We know that horror
can come from a known thing that is terrible, but far worse is
something not known.

I had a great teacher when I was learning to
write—Stephen King, the Master of the modern horror genre. He
pulled the genre from the gutter, and gave it legs to shamble forth
and disturb us all. He has many imitators, but few can write as
well or as memorably. I certainly bow to his skill, and offer my
own tales. This collection has different kinds of horror, and will
hopefully leave you with some scary images to linger affectionately
in your psyche.

The title for Kamikaze Hipsters came while I
was waiting in a doctor’s office, and in a morbid state of mind. I
started writing without having any idea where it was going. The
direction came along in due time, and provided a tale of suffering
for art. Katherine Tomlinson, who was editor at Dark Valentine,
loved the title and the tale, and featured it with fabulous
artwork.

Rummy is about the terror we have in modern
society of not being successful, of losing our grip on the middle
class, and being relegated to the horror of those who have failed.
Astute readers will note the characters names are echoed in the
annals of the labor movement in this country, a history that too
many do not know about. There is meaning in that resonance, for
without the sacrifice and protest of many faceless, nameless
thousands who put themselves on the line in harm’s way, we would
not have the comfortable lives we enjoy. And yet we live in times
where the loss of a job can well mean the loss of our livelihood,
our health, and possibly our families. High stakes indeed.

The Pit poses a situation of dire peril,
where a man is trapped underground. It gets worse, though, for
there is something else down there with him. The dead may be the
lucky ones…

Carnival of Pain is a flat-out homage to Ray
Bradbury, especially his masterwork Something Wicked This Way
Comes. If you haven’t read it, you should. The carnival represents
the darkness from outside that comes to town as a menace, and has
been done many times.

Locust Time is a story with a central image
that sticks in the minds of people long after they’ve read it. I
had a bit of help on the ending from Pierre Comtois, editor of
Fungi, who suggested the way to keep the first-person voice to tell
of the final horror.

I hope you enjoy these stories. Certainly
hard-nosed editors with little money to spend liked them enough to
pay for them and feature them in their magazines for their readers.
You’ve got quite a screening for the work you’re reading.

If you like these tales, please check out
Halls of Horror #2, also available on Smashwords or from a link on
my website. Information about this and other titles: http://www.daletphillips.com
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Kamikaze Hipsters

 


Fueled by a combination of nicotine,
caffeine, Benzedrine, and various additional pharmaceutical
boosters, I got myself ready. With a testosterone bravado born of
desperation I made my way downtown. Dressed in careful,
pre-determined casualness, I passed along the sharp, wet streets,
another pinball in the crowd, bouncing between the bumpers,
inhaling the human odors in their marinating glory.

My destination, the Watkins Gallery, was in a
rundown neighborhood far along in the process of becoming
gentrified. The money moved in, and the tenants were swept out.
Messieurs Watkins were showing my current crop of pain, along with
the works of three other sacrificial victims, our guts on display
for the gimlet-eyed plebiscite.

For me, I was done when the creating part was
over, the rest meant nothing. But I had to work the crowd to earn
enough sustenance to keep the wolf from the door. Somehow the
public liked our artistic process. We ran our lives, dreams, and
suffering through barrels of broken glass and nails, caught the
shredded morsels that oozed out, and hammered the bits into pretty
morsels for mass consumption.

Only one of my fellow showees was genuine
enough for me. The other two were faux-artists, or Fartists, but
the deluded hoi-polloi still fawned over their work. My own work
was nearing white-hot status, everything I poured into my canvasses
coming to fruition. Who would have thought Pollock-like spatterings
of blood and bits would attract the flockers? The gallery catalog
hinted at some of the darker elements in my work, enough to assure
my cutting-edginess. I would catch the sidelong looks, fear
blending with the admiration, those timid sheep wondering if the
rumors were true. I tried to look feral and demented when I smiled
back.

I wearily endured the crowd. There were the
middle-aged matrons with little knowledge and no taste, but plenty
of money and the desire to rub elbows with real talent. The common
crop of art students, yearning to add depth to their callow lives.
The slim, bearded men, with black turtlenecks and gray ponytails,
speaking of Foucault and the neo-whatever of the moment.

I ground my teeth into a smile as they
complimented me on the crap I had issued, including the series I
called “Failure.” There were nine of them, abysmal all, but these
sheep lapped it up as Ambrosia.

Then She appeared before me, with ninja
stealth and suddenness, at once in my face. Blazing hazel eyes,
short-cropped black hair, elfin face, trim, shorter than I,
eminently courtable. Before I could run out the hook, she jumped
from the water and smacked me with her tail.

“So the only two important things are Love
and Death, and you get that, but looking at your work, I can’t tell
which you enjoy more.”

And just like that, my cynical armor was so
much useless tinfoil. She got it, she nailed my essence, more than
the critics, the would-be explainers, more than anyone. She grasped
the beating bloody heart of what I did, and held it up. Thanatos
and Eros, the Siamese twins of my raison d’etre.

Desire swirled in the vortex of nature’s
wiring. Ah, nymph, in thy orisons be all my sins foretold. Come
with me for the passion and the pain, my lovely. I am the bastard
child of Casanova and Ted Bundy, and I will hide my grosser nature
for a time. Dance with me in the cold moonlight on the cliff’s
edge. Let us share ancient poetry as we bleed each other by the
candle’s flame. We will burn and sear our crackling flesh until our
heat consumes us and we crumble to ash.

But my glib cleverness is gone, the easy
pickup banter that magnets the nubile hangers-on to my chambers. I
am suddenly ashamed of the plastic cup of cheap Cabernet I am
holding, and set it down. I rub my nose and point to the closest of
my atrocities.

“What do you think of that one?” say I,
solipsist bastard that I am. She smiles, a petite Giaconda, and
glances dismissively at the ghastly thing at which I gesture.

“Did you urinate on that one while doing it,
or afterward?”

She sees through me like a plastic wine cup,
the little minx. As a matter of fact, I had, both during and after.
Not the tourist-trade pieces for her, the ones that pay the rent
and keep me in cigarettes.

“Where’s a piece like ‘Beckett’?” she
says.

Oh, my, she does know me. That was a
favorite, sold six months ago, detailing a blood-covered King Henry
of England holding the naked corpse of his friend and victim, Good
Olde Tommy Beckett, Archbishop of Canterbury.

“The Watkins does not encourage my more
esoteric pieces.” I smile. I want more of the bad wine, but also
more of the dark frown that creases her visage.

“So you’re slumming,” she said. “Not like
you. I was hoping for another ‘Massacre’.”

My God, if she had seen that piece without
screaming for the police, she was definitely a genuine art lover. I
had almost gone to jail over that one. Had I seen her before? Other
shows? That talk I gave at the Crendell school? Anything I could
say would sound hollow and cheap, so I adopt a Zen-like silence,
letting her come to me, the Mystery Man.

“Aren’t you going to ask me to model?”

“Model?” I said. “I don’t think so. My work
leaves… scars.”

“Yes,” she says, her eyes never leaving my
face. Her pale skin glows. She pulls back a sleeve to show me a
long, white jagged worm on her arm. I run a finger along its
length, aroused.

“I did that to prove a point, once.” Her grin
is wolf-like.

Damn, I am lost in her depth.

On the walk back, she takes the cigarette
from my mouth, puts it in hers, and deeply inhales before returning
it to me. I thrill to the Bacallian sensuality of the gesture, but
detect no falseness, no ploy. She needs none, she is a force,
pulsing with life. I am excited with the possibilities.

Her skin is flawless, but for the one scar,
unmarked by tattoos, the betraying marks of instant street cred for
the desperate wannabes, as if cool can be purchased with
needle-and-ink. The dance is brief, our hunger abbreviating the
preliminaries. We know what we are about, and we set to it. We are
soon as one, smooth pale frames joined in an exquisite mix of
pleasure and pain, nails and teeth rending numerous wounds, her
knowing eyes drinking in my ecstasy and suffering. We shriek and
sweat and bleed for an eternity.

Hours later, spent and pensive, the epiphany
strikes like lightning. I realize what she is to me, and lean over
to whisper into a blood-flecked, translucent ear.

“My masterpiece.”

She shivers with pleasure, instantly knowing,
instantly committing. “How will you do it?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“It’s alright,” she strokes my hair. “We have
time.”
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