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    Editorial: January 2022

    Wendy N. Wagner | 405 words

    Welcome to Nightmare’s 112th issue! And welcome to the new year. We have no idea what 2022 will be like, but if it follows the trend of the last seven or eight years, it will probably be totally and completely f*cked up.

    And without further ado, that’s the theme of this month’s issue.

    I know, I usually try to make these editorials all personal and chatty, possibly even with a whiff of meaning or depth, but once you dive into this issue, you’ll see why I’m throwing off the gloves. Let’s just take a look at our first story of the month, which is a terrific piece about a house that’s not quite haunted, but is certainly otherworldly in the creepiest possible fashion. Oh, and it’s maybe about being stalked via an app.

    
      And it’s called “Dick Pig.”
    

    Yeah, Ian Muneshwar knocks it totally out of the baseball park and straight into Messed Up Town, and I hope you get totally freaked out reading it (I know I did).

    We also have a retelling of the same Japanese folk story that brought you Sailor Moon, but if you think this dark fantasy story is going to be full of cute kittens and skimpily clad teenage girls, I am sorry. Kiyomi Appleton Gaines’ story “The Elements of Her Self” is a lovely work that also happens to be deeply powerful and horribly unwholesome. It’s a great companion to Susan Calvillo’s nautical-themed poem “if the ghosts haunt you, bind them in ink,” which is like an eerie cousin of 2020’s sea shanty craze. Plus, Jordan Shiveley brings us a flash story called “New Meat™,” which is a pretty gross little title—as is the story.

    Our nonfiction includes an interview with the up-and-coming Eric LaRocca and spotlight interview with our fantastic writers. Our H Word column is from Brazilian writer Dante Luiz, and delves into what fear looks like when you live in Brazil. I think it’s a deeply important and timely read.

    It’s another terrific, albeit bizarre and twisted, issue, and I hope you all enjoy it. Or scream in horror and run away from it, which is one of the best responses a horror magazine could ask for.

    Wishing you and yours a safe and not entirely messed up new year—no matter what it may bring!
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    Dick Pig

    Ian Muneshwar | 7293 words

    Ass o’clock in the morning and it’s black out. Black black, the kind of black you only get in these miserable, middle-of-nowhere places. No, “middle-of-nowhere” is too generous; this is past that, right at the line where nowhere becomes miles of uncharted forest thick with months of snow and screaming with wolves and whatever other ungodly feral things make noise when everything decent in the world is asleep.

    It’s one of those animals that drags me awake, yowling from the forest’s edge, shrieking at me like I owe it money or stepped on its child. I lurch out of bed but when my feet hit the floorboards there’s no howling, no sound, nothing. Like it was never even there. Fuck this wolf. Fuck this whole entire place. The floor is freezing, just one long ice rink from here to the carpet in the hall. The house doesn’t have central heating—of course it doesn’t—there’s only a woodstove in the living room, and fuck if I know how to use a woodstove. I got it working with the logs I found out back but it choked and died twenty minutes later and by then I’d already cocooned myself in these quilts that still reek of mothballs.

    As you may have surmised, I don’t own this house. Strictly speaking, no one does. It belonged to my Aunt Norma, bless her, before she fell and broke her hip and the handyman found her weeks later, quite dead in her floral-print nightgown, frozen to the upstairs hallway. The hallway right outside this door.

    I try not to think about that.

    I pull my feet off the floor and tuck them back under Norma’s smelly quilts. My phone’s beside my pillow, half-charged, and there’s a push notification on the otherwise darkened screen. I begin to swipe it away, but it’s a Grindr message from someone called hungdaddy.

    Well. It might be cold, and I might be tired, but who am I to reject the advances of a hung daddy? I tap on his faceless profile.

    
      >hey dick pig
    

    He’s called me by my profile name. How personal. How touching.

    As soon as I’ve read the greeting, a picture appears in the chat. It’s a grainy, colorless photo of a naked man seated on a stool. His head is cropped out of the frame, but the rest of his mountainous body is visible, from the hairy shoulders down to his muscled legs, spread open. His cock hangs over the edge of the stool, halfway hard, lolling to one side with its own weight.

    One of the man’s hands rests on his thick, furred thigh. The other is raised and extends out of the picture, reaching for something just out of view. I double tap on the image, zoom in. The resolution is godawful—this pic could only have been taken on a flip phone—but even through the pixilation, the intensity of his grip is obvious. His muscles are knotted and his skin pulls so tight that the hollow of his elbow has become a deep, blurry pit. I don’t know what’s in that hand but, whatever it is, it’s being crushed. Punished.

    I am, predictably, quite hard now.

    Hey, I type, one-handed, what’s up.

    
      >I am always awake
    

    The reply appears immediately but I don’t question the speed. I’ve slid back into bed and unbuttoned the jeans I went to sleep in.

    Yeaj? I write, not really caring about spelling because, at this stage, we both know where this conversation is going. What’s got you up daddy

    Another image appears in the chat, instantly. It’s actually not a different picture at all, I realize, but the same one taken from a different angle. This time, it’s as if the photographer is sprawled on their back, lying between the man’s feet. Most of his body is out of focus—his cock and balls are a blur, the coarse hair curling across his stomach reduced to shadow—but I don’t really care because I’m halfway to coming and already feel the need for sleep eclipsing my horniness.

    Fuuuuuck, I type, moving this interaction right along, plz destry me with that dick

    There is, for the first time in the conversation, a pause. And then:

    
      >You crave destruction?
    

    I scroll back up to the first pic. I sure do.

    
      Yessir. Wreck my hole.
    

    
      >You want to be destroyed. Wrecked. Annihilated.
    

    I stop jacking myself but keep my hand on my dick. hungdaddy’s dirty talk needs some work, but I’ll give him a pass. Twenty more seconds of this Dom Daddy shtick and I’ll be cleaning myself up, ghosting him, and getting to sleep. The natural order of the gay universe.

    Yeah, I type. I want you to pin me down and make me beg.

    hungdaddy’s last message comes through in one giant text block, like he’s composed the whole thing already and has been waiting to send it:

    
      >I will destroy you. I will destroy every part of you. I will destroy until there is nothing left in you but your desire for nothingness and I will destroy even that. I will destroy you. I will destroy
    

    And it just fucking ends like that, mid-sentence. Jesus.

    I back out of the chat and return to hungdaddy’s profile. Before I block him, I take a screenshot of the profile image:

    hungdaddy
 online now
 15 miles away

    When I block him, his image disappears from the grid of nearby profiles. I shut off my phone.

    That’s quite enough Grindr for tonight, thanks.

    The exposed skin between my thighs has gone clammy and I’m aware of how cold I am, how cold this whole damned house is at night. I pull my pants back up, tuck my erection away.

    For a moment, the house is dead and it’s just me and the sound of my own post-masturbatory breathing. I tell myself to ignore the phone screen right beside my pillow, to just close my eyes. There’s so much left to do tomorrow, and I need to clear out of here before the realtor arrives in the afternoon. I need to sleep.

    But then the howling starts up again. This time, it’s not just one wolf but a pack of them seething through the forest, shrieking at the cold.

    A goddamned symphony the whole night long.

    • • • •

    In the morning I find myself at the kitchen table, drinking a finger of Scotch out of a coffee mug, staring absentmindedly at The Crack.

    The Crack was the sole topic of Norma’s correspondence with the rest of the family through the last years of her life. It’s a jagged line that runs the height of the wall separating the kitchen from the dining room. It’s so thin it looks like it’s been drawn on with a pencil.

    The Crack started worming its way into Norma’s calls maybe three years ago; she would make the occasional reference to the house falling down around her, but then play this off as tongue-in-cheek melodrama. As her calls grew more frequent, though, the levity left her voice.

    “You must do something about it,” she would warble into the landline. “It hasn’t stopped growing. Good Lord in Heaven, just look at it. It’s like the Panama Canal. You wouldn’t know this, since you never visit, but this wall—” she’d suck in her breath here, pause for effect—” is a load-bearing wall.”

    The monthly guilt trips became intolerable, so I paid a handyman in her vicinity to trek out to the house and assess the situation. He confirmed that there was no issue, that The Dreaded Crack was little more than the house shifting and resettling after an especially brutal winter.

    That’s when I started letting Norma’s calls go to voicemail.

    I know, I know—I’m making her sound petulant and demanding. It’s unfair of me. We can’t judge the dead only by the final, paranoid moments of their life. In truth, there were many things I admired about my aunt. She was a vintage eccentric. She spoke in an accent shared by no one else in my family, a half-baked homage to Katharine Hepburn that lapsed back toward her Gravesend roots more often than she probably realized. She was also the first adult in my family I came out to and goddamn if I don’t remember the look that ignited in her eye as she pulled me close and said: “I always suspected that you were so, my dear. Let me tell you about cousin Alexander. He was the same way as you, and you wouldn’t believe where he took me that summer we visited Berlin—”

    Unfortunately, I was the only one who knew this side of my aunt. The rest of my family thought that Norma, in her dotage, was losing touch with reality. They made her perform the necessary rituals: go see this doctor, Auntie; go get these tests done; then go talk to this lawyer and you know, while you’re at it, why don’t you draw up a will?

    That was what they really cared about—making sure her fortune made it into the right hands when she died. Their hands. Because that’s my family for you. Vultures, the lot of them. Hungry fucking vultures bearing down on the old woman before she’d passed, trying to suffocate her with the weight of their lousy vulture bodies.

    My family couldn’t understand that Norma was never in touch with reality. She’d been fleeing it for decades, first by entombing herself in this remote Colonial, and then by filling it with curiosities and hidden secrets, building a labyrinth in which reality, that persistent bastard, could never find her.

    It’s morning but somehow still only half-light outside. As I hunch over the dining room table, considering my Scotch, my breath leaves my mouth in steamy wisps. They taunt me. I found a fur-collared coat and an old Cossack hat in Norma’s bedroom, but no amount of animal fur seems to keep the chill away.

    Norma used to say that when you’re this far north winter tilts the land away from the sun and toward an in-between place. She told me this when I was very young, and I still remember the way she angled her teacup as she described the tilting world, how the brown liquid spilled from the brim and pooled in the saucer. I asked her what we were in between, and how we could get back, but she only brought the saucer to her lips, sucked it dry, and then ran her tongue around the bottom of the cup.

    I was a little older when I realized she probably wasn’t drinking tea.

    I uncork the Lagavulin and splash a sensible pour into my emptied mug. Here’s to you, Auntie Norma. Here’s to your fully-stocked cabinet of mediocre whiskey. Here’s to the secret you buried in this house.

    My phone buzzes in my pocket, just once. I don’t remember having turned it on after the Grindr conversation, but I must have at some point in the night. The cold kept me from really falling asleep; I was up in fits and starts, bleary and pissed-off.

    There’s a single notification on the screen. My mouth sours when I see the sender’s name.

    I open hungdaddy’s latest message. He must have created a new account to find me again. This happens, sometimes, with guys who can’t take a hint. It’s annoying, but fixable: if you block and ignore them enough times they do, eventually, disappear.

    
      >where did you go
    

    What a fucking creep. I swipe
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