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For J.P. Couvrette (1968 to 2012)

Thanks for so many good times, laughs, and the blessed memories of working together on those goofy high school skits, the school paper and ghost stories told around campfires when we were teens. I miss you, Couvy – so many of us do. But you should know that you still inspire me.
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INTRODUCTION
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For me, one of the best ways to hear a scary story is to listen to one being told around a campfire. There is nothing like the sense of community as a group of people huddle close to what is often the single source of light and safety, sharing eerie tales about those scary things that might exist beyond the safety of the firelight.

I have collected four tales here that might be ideal for such a setting, partially because they take place out-doors, but partially because a few of them were written specifically with oral storytelling in mind.

This collection was initially conceived and launched as an eBook to help showcase some of my fiction. Due to the demand of readers who wanted more or my work in print and audiobook, I have worked at expanding into those editions.

Erratic Cycles and Almost previously appeared in my story collection One Hand Screaming, and The Shadow Men appeared in the anthology Northern Haunts (edited by Tim Deal) In the original eBook version which was released in 2012 The Pizza Man was a previously unpublished story. In 2014 it appeared in a special limited-edition chapbook for Eeriecon 16 and then later, in Night Cries: Nocturnal Screams, Volume 1 which came out in 2017.

I hope you enjoy these tales. And, if you’re tempted to read one or more of them aloud at a campfire, go for it.

Mark Leslie

August 2019



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ERRATIC CYCLES
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Charles Dean Webster, attorney at law, sat very still in his ‘89 Toyota Tercel, frustrated over his predicament. Something — he had no idea what — had happened to his car. First there had been smoking and hissing and then the car had stopped running. That was the extent of his knowledge about what was wrong with his car. He was a lawyer, not a mechanic.

Dammit Jim, I’m a lawyer, not a mechanic.

He looked at his watch, taking his eyes off of the forest for only a very short time. It was a quarter past nine. As he lifted his head to look down the barren stretch of Highway 144, he caught the glare of the setting sun in his rearview mirror.

“Damn!”

He slammed a fist against the dash and then sat back once more and stared out the bug splattered windshield at the deserted highway.

Why me? he asked, and was quick to find an answer.

Why not you?

This was going to be your big case, your first major success, your big break. This was going to be the case that not only brought you a handsome sum but spread your name across the country. After winning this one, you were finally going to be someone.

So why not you? If you continue to believe such stupid glorified dreams, then why not you? Face the facts, schmuck: This is just another case.

And, being just another case, it had been nothing but a pain in the ass from day one. Getting stranded on a lonely highway somewhere between Sudbury and Timmins was just par for the course.

He looked at his watch again, but only a minute had passed since he’d last checked it. His eyes quickly returned to the wall of forest which ran never-ending along both sides of the highway. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching him from the forest.

No, not something, he corrected himself.

The Bush People.

He shuddered at that thought and considered turning on the radio to help alleviate his mood; but he was afraid that it would kill the battery. And he needed the battery in order for the hazard lights to keep working? Didn’t he?

Dammit, it always came back to that, didn’t it?

He hated the fact that he knew nothing much about how a car worked. But that had been his father’s profession, not his.

When he was still young — very young — he’d watched his father closely. Anthony Webster would come home from the garage and spend as long as twenty minutes washing his hands and never really getting them clean. The tracks of his fingerprints were a permanent resting place for the grease and oil of his livelihood. Then, after supper, he would sit down in the living room with a beer in one hand and a remote in the other and grumble about inflation, taxes and the latest antics of the Toronto Maple Leafs. And the next day the cycle would repeat: Work, a vain attempt to wash away the residue of that work, and when that failed, a cleansing of the soul with beer and bitching.

Charles loved and respected his father who had never been anything but reliable and supportive. He’d always provided his only son with everything he could afford to give him and only once had he raised a hand to him — but in retrospect, Charles had deserved that quick slap after having verbally assaulted his mother in a typical teenager/mother argument. Anthony Webster was as close to the perfect father as any man could be.

But the last thing that Charles wanted was to be like him. He could never lead such a mundane existence. Charles wanted more than just money and a career. He wanted an exciting and fulfilling lifestyle. He didn’t want his father’s life of broken car after broken car — every day slaving over someone else’s troubles and ultimately getting nowhere in life.

No, that wasn’t for Charles. That wasn’t what he wanted at all. He yearned to be a lawyer, to experience the lifestyle portrayed in the L.A. Law television series he’d loved so much; so he reached for it.

But he never got it.

Every case he took on held the promise of being the case which would move him up. But they never did. Instead, he slaved day after day over someone else’s troubles, someone else’s broken life, never moving up.

He ended up living the very lifestyle he had dreaded: His father’s. Only, Charles lacked many of the things that his father had, including the knowledge of how a car worked.

Charles had been too engrossed in his own personal dreams to bother hanging around with his father and learning a few essential details about his trade.

And because of it, he was stranded.

Caught in the very trap he had attempted to avoid.

So it always did come down to that, didn’t it? Running away from something only brought it down on you even worse.
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