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    To my dad who loved a good ghost story almost as much as he loved people.
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Editor’s Notes
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Content Warnings: The following short stories contain dark themes and content including but not limited to depictions of slavery in the Southern United States during the 19th century, attempted murder, malicious murder, revenge, brutality, kidnapping and imprisonment, as well as the paranormal and unexplainable. These stories were written with the intent to horrify and frighten. 

Style and Context: Every effort has been made to maintain the authentic voice of each unique author with minimal rewrites and edits.
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“Hunger”
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By C. M. Black

“Oh, it eats.”

The thought of something I couldn’t see throwing a burger into its mouth was absurd to me. I considered what this would entail and started laughing. But my boyfriend frowned at me, shaking his head slowly and turning away as though deeply disappointed. My big smile flickered from my face as suddenly as an overwhelmed circuit takes out the power.

“You’re joking, right?” I followed him into the kitchen, where he decided to open the fridge, scavenging for the remnants of last night’s takeout. Joe’s “Korean” BBQ wasn’t fooling anyone.

“Yeah, because I joke about the dead all the time. My mom just died! What do you take me for?” He slammed the fragile plastic container onto the counter, peeking open the lid so he could shove it in the microwave and mash some buttons. He whirled around on me, leaning against the counter, strands of his slightly graying hair flying over his face, making him look like some kind of emo kid. It was an interesting look for a 40-something man, and I wondered if I’d hear “Helena” in the background soon.

“You know I didn’t mean that!” I replied, my brow furrowing as I reached out my hand to console him with a gentle pat on the shoulder. He wrenched himself away as the microwave beeped for the second time, the smell of double cooked culturally appropriated barbecue filling the space between us.

“I know, I know,” he admitted as he stabbed a fork into a charred and dry sliver of sauced up steak. He sighed after chewing for much longer than that beef deserved. “I’ve just been on edge, you know? Since Mom died, the activity has ramped up. It was like she was the only one who was able to feed it and now it’s hungry again.”

“Yes, but is it so bad that it eats? I mean, what does that even entail? And you never really told me about it, other than that it’s been in the family since this house was built. Honestly, Sam, I just thought you were trying to scare me so I wouldn’t come over. I know it was hard caring for your mom. You really didn’t have a lot of help.”

“I don’t really want to talk about Mom.” He turned to the fridge for a second time, grabbing up a soda and cracking it open. He finally took both to the kitchen table, decrepit in the cute way that might make you think of cottagecore, or what my grandma called “shabby chic.” He wrinkled his nose at it when he sat down. I took a place in the chair beside him at the little round table.

“You don’t have to. But you can, if you want. Either way, it’s cool.” I gently touched his arm as he turned to glumly look out the window. The day matched his mood: another overcast yet sticky hot summer day in Georgia. I used to wonder when these days would end. When I first moved to Macon, it was unbearable.

“It’s not just Mom, Julie. It’s more than that. I know you thought I was ashamed of you seeing her, how we live, what I had to do. But it’s not that. It’s really not. It’s, well, it’s it. It’s just so bad. And since she went into that decline, since the cancer took over, it’s like it got mad. Like it’s just...wrong.”

I’d never seen him cry. We’d been dating for a year, and I’d never seen him cry. The tears were welling in his eyes under his glasses as he turned to look away from me, staring into the lawn and looking across the bustling street. People walked around, carefree and heedless of the suffering within this “vintage charmer,” as I’ve heard realtors describe similarly decaying houses in the area.

“Julie, I don’t want you to stay the night. You can leave and I’ll be okay. It’s fine, you know. I’ll be fine.” He poked at the rest of his barbecue, seeming to have lost his appetite. He wiped at his eyes with his arm, dashing away the tears.

“I want to stay. I want to. You know how much you mean to me. It was, after all, impossible that we met, right?” I smiled comfortingly and he returned it, tentatively. We met online a year ago, in a group for Vincent Price enthusiasts. Neither of us was looking for romance or anything like that. But I had just moved into the area. When I found out he was local, I asked him to the movies. We never would have met if we didn’t both love Vincent Price.

“I appreciate it, Julie. I really do. I just don’t want you to get hurt.” The smile withered on his face as he rose from the table, taking his container to the sink and downing the rest of his soda with what would have otherwise been a satisfying burp.

The first night was unremarkable at first. He offered me another bedroom, if I wanted, but I insisted on sleeping with him. I knew the strength of a well-placed cuddle when it was really needed. And I could tell he was thankful. He clung to me that night in the sweetest vice-like grip, pressing my face to his chest, his own sleep less disturbed than was usual for him.

He slept early that night, but I was restless. His little schnauzer slept at the bend behind his knee. As he slumbered, I remained awake, thinking about work. I sighed. I hadn’t completed the editing project I was working on, and since I couldn’t sleep...

Griselda slept on as I gently wrested myself from Sam’s grip. He moaned softly in his sleep but was once more complacent after a soft touch of my hand on his arm.

I threw on a robe that was tossed on a chair near the bed, thrusting my feet into a pair of comfortable slippers. The floorboards creaked beneath them in a somewhat unsettling way. The house was as dark as a house on the edge of downtown was going to get. I could hear the vague sound of revelers on a ghost tour down the street and peered out the window to see a few homeless people congregating across, sitting against a small wall outside an antique theatre.

I shrugged and picked up my laptop and its charger. I opened the door to the bedroom, causing Griselda to lift her head in alert. I lifted my finger to my lips and after a moment, she did the dog equivalent of a shrug and lay back down.

Sam’s room was on the second floor of the house. There were five bedrooms total, two and a half baths upstairs, and a room used as an office. Above were a few other rooms now used to house his mother’s Christmas decorations and some old furniture, and below was the main level, where, back in the day, they entertained visitors in a series of complicated rooms. These rooms were converted into an office and his mother’s rooms when her health declined, as well as the living room, kitchen, and dining room. All of this was intersected by a massive staircase made of Georgia heart pine.

It was awkward descending this staircase. Uncomfortably, I felt like an amalgamation of a gothic heroine and Scarlett O’Hara. Neither of these were comforting to me, a person from “up North,” as they say, who found Macon’s history as a whole to be more than a little unsettling.

I sighed as my slippered feet hit the floor at the bottom of the stairs. I set my laptop down on the couch in the living room, turning on a few lamps on my way. The floorboards creaked all the more. The weather and an old house, I reasoned to myself.

I needed a snack. I could rarely work on an empty stomach, and dinner was ages ago. I snuck into the kitchen, feeling a little guilty, and opened the fridge. My face fell when I examined its contents: moldy cheese slices, some withered grapes, plenty of Coke Zeros, and a debatable tub of hummus. Bending over to get a clearer look at the hummus, I froze as I heard a sharp “pop!” behind me, like the sound the cork makes when it’s removed from a champagne bottle.

It was one brief sound. Maybe it was from outside. It was a town house, after all. I slowly turned, leaving the hummus to rot for another day. The fridge door closed behind me, and I picked up my phone, turning on its flashlight. The family, it seemed, hadn’t had much money (or desire) to update some of the aspects of the house, such as the wiring. Places like the kitchen had one or two fixtures available, hardly providing enough light to someone who was pretty spooked.

A small patter, like footsteps, moved away from the source of the sound. I clutched my phone tightly, considering pulling up the camera just in case. There was nothing. Nothing at all. No sound, no possible source of the sound. Nothing I could see out the window. Nothing.

I shrugged my shoulders, trying to forget some of the things Sam had hinted at. I found two small boxes of raisins and returned to the living room, throwing on some Netflix for background noise.

I opened my laptop, pulling up the document and getting started. I always found editing the work of my peers the most frustrating. They always assumed they knew everything since they had PhDs. As a result, they were either bad stylists or didn’t care about making their work readable.

I was lucky enough to get a job at one of the colleges here after landing my own PhD, but the catch was that I had to do most of the grunt work editing for one of the journals the college published. I looked at submissions, critiqued them, and then line edited. I was the editor in everything but title.

Editing is a great way to just zone out for a while. You get so hyper focused that you just forget the world around you. You sort of lose yourself in the content of the article, imagining yourself in Dante’s Hell, perhaps, learning about how it relates to modern politics and culture. Or what it’s like to be the heroine of a gothic novel, and how that relates to #MeToo.

After a while, though, I started to lose focus. I was tired and considered going back upstairs. It would be comforting to gently coax Sam into a cuddle. As I started to drift a bit, I felt my fingers moving along the keys, as though of their own accord. I could hear my own typing, but, groggy, I felt no control over it. I blinked a few times, eyes slowly widening as words appeared in the middle of the document I had been editing.

I am here. I am hungry.

Weirded out by this turn of events, I barely heard the pressing down of feet on the floor behind me. It was there, but I incorporated it into the background. The foreground was the strangeness of the screen. It wasn’t until I felt the gentle touch of an icy hand on the side of my neck that I stopped what I was doing and covered a scream.

“I told you not to pull a Vincent Price one me! Really!” I turned, expecting to see Sam, perhaps now awake as well. But there was nothing, nothing. I flipped the TV off, setting the remote down as I slowly rose from the couch, carefully lowering my laptop to the coffee table.
“It’s not funny!” I exclaimed, to no one in particular. “It’s really not funny. You need to stop, just stop!” I was scared. It occurred to me that someone from outside could have maybe slipped in. Maybe Sam sometimes forgot to lock doors.

I looked for a weapon, just in case. Something heavy, but not too heavy, maybe. My eyes scanned the room and lit upon a small bust—one of those antique looking ones that rich people used to have made of themselves. The old equivalent of taking a trip to outer space, I guess. I picked it up, holding it by its head. Walking around the room, I could hear my own heavy breathing. I was terrified.

“Well, come on! If you want some food, we don’t have any other than these raisins. I’m gonna call the cops if you don’t come out!” My voice rose in pitch, edging toward squeaky. I could hear Griselda starting to bark upstairs.

There was nothing, nothing.

And then, there was something.

It showed up faintly at first. I couldn’t believe it. It was not like in the movies at all, nothing smooth and shifty and floaty. It was subtle, then not. It plodded along with heavy, heavy footfalls. It circled me, thoughtfully. It was a shadow as a man, and a man as a shadow, vaguely assembled in a Victorian suit, the gleam
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