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Story Notes


Paul Kane: Horror Master

By Tim Waggoner



I first began writing fiction seriously—with an aim toward making a career of it—when I was eighteen. Back then I enjoyed reading novels far more than I did short stories. Short stories were over almost as soon as they started, and there was no room to develop the characters or setting in any significant detail. I loved immersing myself in fictional worlds and spending time within them. Reading short stories felt like dipping my toe in a puddle when what I really wanted to do was dive into an ocean and explore its depths. But I decided that if I was going to be a professional writer, I should master all the tools of my craft, and that meant learning how to write fiction of any length, long and short. Over the last four decades, I’ve published enough short fiction to make me feel fairly confident I’ve succeeded. (How well I’ve succeeded is a matter for readers, reviewers, and critics to decide.)

All of this is to say that I admire the hell out of any writer who can produce a good short story, and Paul Kane is definitely one of those writers. To this day, I find writing a short story to be an uncomfortable and often frustrating experience. My brain feels like it cramps up when I’m working on a short piece, as if there simply isn’t enough room for all the ideas and words that I want to include, and I have to fight not to force them all in. Or I feel as if I don’t have enough material to carry an entire story, just a hazy image or two and a few scraps of description or dialogue that don’t seem to connect in any meaningful way. Somehow, I manage to complete my stories, but I know from long experience that there’s no way to tell from the final product how difficult their births were. I have no idea what Paul’s process is like and what it feels like to him, but his final stories are so smooth, rich, and goddamned readable that it seems as if they spring from his imagination full blown and all he has to is transcribe them. There’s a confidence in Paul’s writing, a feeling that you’re in the hands of a master storyteller, and as a reader you relax, confident that this guy knows what he’s doing and that he’s going to take you on a hell of a ride.

It’s a common belief among horror authors that the best form for our particular genre—the one that results in the most effective, memorable fiction—is the short story, and I think there’s a lot of truth in this. Writer and critic Douglas Winter’s famous quote, “Horror isn’t a genre. It’s an emotion,” gives us one reason why the short tale of terror is superior to the novel. Horror is a reaction to something truly awful, a dark thing that is in some way a violation of what we believe to be reality. But this reaction is temporary. Either we flee to safety or stand frozen in fear while the Bad Thing gets us. A horror story has three prime elements: Anticipation, Confrontation, and Aftermath. Anticipation is the building awareness and dread that something is horribly wrong. Confrontation is the moment a character comes face to face with the Bad Thing and all that its existence implies about reality. The Aftermath is the effect the Confrontation has on the character: death, madness, transformation, etc. Even if a character somehow manages to prevail over the Bad Thing in a short story, they usually pay a heavy mental, emotional, and spiritual price.

The problem with novel-length horror is that the more readers spend time learning about the Bad Thing, the less frightening it becomes. The unknown becomes the known, and while what’s known might be dangerous and must be dealt with, it’s not scary, not in the same way. And the more the basic horror story pattern is repeated in a long work—Anticipation, Confrontation, Aftermath, Anticipation, Confrontation, Aftermath and so on—the less impact each of those sequences has on readers. This is why so many horror novels are as much mystery, action, or fantasy as they are horror. Horror, all by itself, isn’t enough to sustain an entire novel, especially a gigantic epic.

But a short story… that’s a different matter. Short horror stories are like a quick stab to the heart with an ice-cold blade. Their concepts shock and unsettle without overstaying their welcome, and since none of the characters need to survive for multiple chapters, anything could happen to them, anything at all. Short horror isn’t safe, nor should it be. Short horror is dangerous. That’s what makes it so much fun to read. Paul’s stories are textbook examples of How to Do Horror Right, and even better, no two of them are alike. Each is its own thing, a delectably different morsel in a poisonous box of chocolates.

The best fiction of any kind has an emotional core at its center, and I believe this is especially true for horror. If we don’t care about the people confronting the Bad Thing, a story is just an empty arrangement of words on the page. Plus—and here’s the trick all the best horror writers know—a Bad Thing is only truly effective in a story when there’s a person to perceive it. Readers experience the Bad Thing through a character’s perspective. We need to empathize with them, walk with them as they take their short dark journey from first to last line. And as much as I admire Paul’s fiction for everything I mentioned above, I think his stories’ greatest strength is the solid emotional core that lies at the heart of them. When I read these stories, I cared about the people in them, cared about what happened to them (no matter how awful it might be). Some people say the true magic of fiction is that it’s a shared dream between writer and reader, and while I grant that this is vital, I think a far deeper magic is when a writer can use small marks on a page to make you care about people who have never lived and never will. Paul’s stories carry this deeper magic, and it resonates throughout every word.

Enough of me. You’re here to read Paul’s stories, and I by no means wish to detain you any longer. If you’re a writer, this book will be a master class in creating short horror fiction for you. If you’re a reader, these stories will scare and delight you in equal measure. And by the time you’ve finished this volume, you’ll understand why Paul Kane is a true master of horror. Now turn the page and lose yourself in the darkness. But be warned: once inside these shadowy realms, you might not be able to find your way out again, nor may you wish to.

I’m sure Paul wouldn’t want it any other way.

Tim Waggoner

Centerville, OH


Last Rights



Awake as if from a terrible nightmare,

David saw and heard everything but couldn’t,

Shout, couldn’t scream, couldn’t tell them,

Not to bury him.

Not to put him inside that wooden casket,

Food for the worms.

He’d “died” of natural causes they said.

Nothing natural about it.

Because he hadn’t really died, had he?

He’d read about this, read about bodies…

Waking up in morgues, looking around,

Wondering where they were.

And something about a writer…

Called Poe.

His wife had wept when she found him,

That morning.

Glassy eyed; not breathing.

What was she supposed to think?

He wanted to hold her, tell her he was all right.

But he wasn’t all right, was he?

Something was very wrong indeed.

He could hear and see everything,

As they pronounced him.

His impressions had always made people,

Laugh at dinner parties.

Arnie, Tom Jones, Trump.

This was his best one yet: a corpse.

But no one was laughing this time.

Especially him.

Especially when the lid went on.

Only now is he able to move.

But he fears it is too late.

He’s felt, heard the box being moved,

Carried, and put down.

Just as he was dumped in his new

Home.

The first thing he does is bang on the sides,

Thumping his fists against oak.

Only the best for a devoted husband and

Father.

His kids: Rick and Shelly.

God, what they must be going through…

He doesn’t think about it.

Nor the mourners gathered at his funeral:

Friends, family.

Just carries on banging and shouting.

No one comes… because he is in the ground, isn’t he.

He’s six foot under, pushing up the daisies,

Turned up his toes and given up the ghost…

Some ghost. This one is flesh and blood.

A dead man who would be walking,

If only he could get up, get out.

David uses his knees now, but,

It’s still useless. They’ve done a good job,

Screwing him—in more ways than one.

And besides, the weight of the world is,

Pressing down on him.

The weight of the earth at any rate.

“Help! Help!” It does no good.

He sounds like a heroine from,

An old black and white,

Silent movie.

Tied to the train tracks…

But his demise will be much slower.

He should save his breath,

Save what little air he has left.

What’s the point anyway?

There’s nobody down here to…

And then he smells it.

Remembers what he’d always said…

What he wanted when he died.

His last “rights”.

No burial for him, no siree.

He was nobody’s main course.

Unless a barbecue counts.

It’s hot now in the coffin and he,

Begins to choke.

The heat unbearable. It’s like he’s in Hell…

Or is that where he’s going?

Where he’s been?

At least it’ll be quick.


The Turn



It’s always the same, they can’t help themselves.

When they hear it, when they hear me—they turn. That’s the key, it’s what leads to their downfall. You can’t really blame them, of course. It’s natural; it’s instinct. Something that, for generations, has kept them safe—a need to look, to see who might be behind them. Who—or what—might be following. It has kept people alive, in fact… which is ironic really when you think about it. Because that same action now, tonight, is what will ensure their death.

The footsteps are all they can hear, nothing else. From a distance, then closer. Soft, then loud—so loud they cannot really ignore them. The only sign that they are being trailed. No breath on their neck, no hand on the shoulder. Just the footfalls, the staccato tapping on the pavement behind, keeping pace with them—walking or running, it doesn’t matter which.

At first, they might think it’s an echo—as some have done before, in underpasses, beneath bridges, or even in alleyways where sound can bounce off the walls all around. They might stop, cock an ear just to make sure. And, of course, the footsteps will pause at the same time… because I’m right behind them. They stop, I stop. I can’t do anything until they look—it’s just the way it works, don’t ask me how or why. Just the way it has always been and will continue to be.

Then they begin walking again, noticing the difference between the two sets of noises. That they’re not at exactly the same time, that they’re out of… step a fraction. The next clue that they are not alone. They might not be, even before I find them; target them. Though I prefer the more solitary… soul, I have been known to make my presence known to the odd couple, or pair. Holding hands, believing they are safe—the very notion of that tonight! Safe. No-one is safe on this date. Not from me. Not if they turn, anyway.

It’s the reason why I take so many, because I can only operate this one night out of every year. Again, it’s just the way things are—those are the rules. Like Santa only coming at Christmas, except I take instead of give.

There are legends about me, if you care to look. If you can be bothered to do the research. Some say I’m one of the dead, but I don’t count myself amongst their number. I am not a shade, waiting for the line to blur between this world and the next—although we do appear at the same time. The ones I select join their ranks, certainly, but I do not come from them. Some have speculated that I am Death itself, and perhaps there’s a grain of truth to that one. Yet Death comes to everyone, and it can come at any time. Bound by its own rules, naturally, but very different ones. Maybe, in my own way, I lighten Death’s load for one night? It’s not really for me to comment. Some have said that I am the spirit, the very embodiment of what this night is really about. That one I like, but again I cannot lay claim to the crown.

The simple truth is, I am none of these things. I am something else.

Bound by what I must do, what I have done for such a long time now I cannot remember anything else. I have no pity, show no compassion. I’m incapable of feeling love, remorse or fear. I have no emotions whatsoever—just a purpose. A calling… And it calls, oh how it calls.

Some might say I am playing a game, toying with humanity. That’s one way of looking at things, I suppose. If that is the case, then I am one of the few remaining who knows how to play it.

Take this person, for example. Dressed, as so many are tonight, as a monster—but a fictional one. Something from a culture I cannot possibly begin to understand. The garb is ludicrous, made as it is from rubber; as is the mask with its fangs and horns. This man has no idea what a real monster is. Has no idea why that tradition of hiding one’s face even began; to hide from the monsters, from evil on this night. To disguise yourself so the dead will not recognise you. He has no idea of its heritage, all he cares about is having a good time—no doubt on his way to some gathering or another, already weaving as if he’s been drinking.

I slot myself in behind him, mirroring his actions, though I am a straight line. An unerring manifestation of determination, never wavering in my chosen course of action. It takes him a little while to even realise I’m there; his senses dulled by the alcohol. He knows something isn’t right, but can’t quite work out what. Wait for it… Yes, there. He looks down at those oversized feet, claws at the ends of each toe—realises that it cannot possibly be his footsteps he’s hearing. That it’s someone else here with him, on this relatively quiet stretch of road.

Then a shake of the head; it’s his imagination. Nothing more. Continue on, rush off to where the lights and the music await. But he can’t quite shift that nagging feeling, the clack-clack-clack like a fly buzzing round his head. Not him; someone else.

Someone behind him.

He stops suddenly, and I stop too. The man looks down again, then left and right. I wait… this won’t take long. Not now. He’ll look, he’ll succumb any minute now—they always do. Up until then, I cannot lay a finger on him. But afterwards… oh, afterwards…

There it is. The turn. First of the head, glancing over his shoulder; then the whole body, facing me. Though I cannot see it, there is an expression of terror beneath that mask.

If only he’d known. If only he’d remembered the old ways, the ancient traditions. But then nobody ever seems to these days; sad but true.

Oh well. Time for another turn now.

My turn.
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Tim Nolan knew all about the old ways, the ancient traditions.

He should do, he’d been hearing about them since he was small. Ever since he could remember, he’d been taught the lessons—the rules. What to do, what not to do. What never to do. On this day, this night. Schooled in them by a grandmother who’d been more of a parent to him than anything, after his own had both died in a car accident… around this time of year, as a matter of fact. Off on a weekend break when a freak storm had caused the roads to become treacherous, caused Tim’s father to skid and hit a tree.

“They never listened,” his grandmother used to say. “I told them not to go… Oh, my sweet baby girl!”

Perhaps that was why she focused on the bad things that could happen during this particular holiday—fuelled by the fact that she herself was originally from the old country. Whatever the reason, she’d passed that paranoia on. Told him that curses were real, that ghouls and goblins and ghosts really did walk the earth on October 31st. Taught him the best way to ward off such evil, as well.

Fire was one of the most effective weapons, and for many years in their garden a bonfire had burned brightly which he would help Gran to build. “That’s right, nice and big. They won’t dare come anywhere near us now, Timothy,” she’d say. “Just let them try!”

Turnips and potatoes with coals or candles inside them would also protect the front and rear of the property, a defensive ring. And as his grandmother prepared them, she would mutter spells; incantations that had been handed down through the family line and which she would eventually pass on to him. More protection, while they would hole up inside as if under siege. Waiting out the night, ignoring any knocks at the door—which were more than likely just children trick or treating, but you just couldn’t be too careful—waiting until dawn’s early light when they would be safe again. And because he didn’t know any different, all this was simply normal to him. Traditions he’d taken into adult life, to some extent.

Tim no longer built a bonfire in the garden—because for one thing he now lived in a much smaller property, outside of town—but he would fill the place with candles, the vast majority around the windows and doors. He’d utter the words his grandmother had taught him; it was no different to people saying their prayers at night, after all—”Now I lay me down to sleep…”—though God had no part in this.

Tim would also stay inside no matter what, just to be on the safe side. No parties or answering the door, he’d merely sit by an electric fire and wait, smoking one cigarette after the other. The rest of the year, he wasn’t particularly superstitious at all—he could take it or leave it. He didn’t go out of his way to walk under ladders or break mirrors, but he wouldn’t have lost any sleep over it either. No, this date was the focal point and if he could get through that unscathed then it was almost as if he’d be protected for the rest of the year. Like evil would leave him alone if it hadn’t been able to find him then.

It was one of the reasons why he’d remained alone all these years, especially after his gran had been diagnosed with dementia and had to go into a home. Tim had done his best to look after her as long as he could, but when she was becoming a danger not only to herself, but to him and their neighbours—that time she’d turned the kettle on without filling it, for example, and almost razed the whole place to the ground—well, Tim had been given no choice. It had meant downsizing, but with his job as IT support for a small family firm, he’d just about managed. Yet another reason he wasn’t able to splash the cash and impress a potential partner.

Not that they would have understood this… this whatever it was. Would sure as hell never join him when he hid away every year. People these days just wanted to celebrate, go out and get drunk dressed up as all sorts; it had made his grandmother so mad. “They’ve forgotten what it’s all really about,” she would wail. “But that’s just what they want us to do. There are even toys in the supermarkets! Toys, Timothy! Singing devils, pitchforks, plastic pumpkins!”

It would not be the ideal environment for—thinking ahead, as he always did—a child. To have to explain why they couldn’t go and join their friends out there having fun: what if something should happen to them? What then?

This child who only existed in Tim’s imagination. A family that could be snatched away as easily as his own had been. Cursed. Tricked.

Dead.

It was better to only have to look out for himself, as selfish as that sounded. As lonely as that sounded. Best not to drag anyone else into this, real or imaginary. He could control what happened in his life on that date, could please himself. Nothing, absolutely nothing, would ever get him to set foot out through that door and leave his protection behind.

Except this year there had been a call. Tim hadn’t answered it, obviously, because those things out there that could do you harm were cunning. The more the world had changed, the more they changed with it—utilising the technology that gave him his living every day (apart from this one, which he always took off work if it was a weekday).

He let the call ring off, used to ignoring the outside world. Arms folded and sitting next to that fire; it was probably just those telemarketing people again, or a prankster who’d giggle down the line. But the answer-phone had picked up, the caller leaving a message he couldn’t fail to hear. A female voice, but deep.

“Hello… I’m trying to get through to a Mr Timothy Nolan. Pick up if you’re there.” Tim twitched in the seat, took a drag on his cigarette, but didn’t get up. “It’s… This is St August’s calling, by the way. I’ve… well, I’m afraid it’s bad news.”

St August’s: where she was.

He did lean forward now, stubbing out the smoke, his other hand going to his chin and rubbing it frantically.

“It’s about your grandmother,” said the voice. “Look, if you’re there please answer this. You need to get here as soon as possible.

“I’m afraid she’s taken a turn for the worse.”
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Now, I’m not saying they don’t struggle, even after they’ve seen me.

It’s that instinct again—human nature. The need to protect oneself, I understand that. But ultimately it’s pointless. Take that last one, the jogger who didn’t seem to care either way what night it was. Making her way through the park, colourful outfit so she could be seen—cap on her head with her blonde hair fed through the gap at the back, swaying from side to side as she ran.

I waited until she slowed, taking a drink from the flask she had on her hip, before setting off again. I made sure she heard the footsteps though, before she put her earphones back in—otherwise she would have been lost to me. If you don’t hear them, you don’t get the urge to turn, and my chance is gone. Fortunately, she figured out someone was there quite quickly, spinning around and jogging backwards, as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

She did, however, not long after that. More than she could cope with…

That was when the struggle began, but it didn’t last very long. Never does. In the end, you can’t fight the inevitable. And in the same way that people have to turn, they also have to submit to me. To my attentions.

You can call what I do “killing”, but there’s a crudeness about that word which leaves a bad taste in the mouth. It’s so much more than just the ending of a life. So much more. In my own way, I turn them as well: from flesh to spirit. Relieving them of the burden of their self, free to be with those who have passed, to go to a place of eternal rest. No more worry, once the end has come. The woman had her cares, especially when she encountered me, but then—once it was over—she really did have none in this world. Nor the next.

I changed her, turned her. It’s what I do best… it’s the only thing I do, actually. At least today.

Is there a quota? you’re probably wondering. A certain amount of people I need to fit in? Not really, but I like to get to as many as I can. Some slip away from me, of course—whether by accident or sheer fate. One, I recall, heard me but just as he was about to turn, just as I was about to take him, someone called to him from across the road, spoiling the moment. All thoughts of whoever might be behind vanished as he rushed to meet his friend, hand raised, no thought for what he missed out on by mere seconds. The turn… then the turn.

Another I remember tripped and fell, headlong onto the ground in front of her before she could look. After that, she was obviously more concerned about how she might have injured herself—phone out and calling for assistance. That was my cue to leave. Quite apart from anything else, if she couldn’t walk, how could I follow? How could I make my footsteps in the first place? When they are still, so am I.

It happens, you get used to it. But oh… the frustration. I’ll admit to reaching out sometimes, even before they’ve looked back, even before they see me. Reaching, pre-empting the moment, though that only leads to sorrow if they get away. The longing; the sense of what might have been.

Of missing out on the feeling that overwhelms me afterwards: the heat, the glow that fills me up. Not a feeding on the soul as such, but a by-product of it. Some kind of reward? I don’t know… All I know is how good it feels. Better than any drink or drugs that you people have ever experienced. A euphoria the likes of which—

But what’s the point of trying to explain; you’ll never understand that. It is a process we’re both a part of, playing our parts to be precise. Cause and effect, one thing leading to the next.

And there he is, another. My eye falling inevitably upon him as I silently move from one place to the next. There, wandering around out here, looking like a lost soul already. Looking like prey.

You. Yes, you! It’s your time.

It’s your turn now.
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It wasn’t a prank; it wasn’t fairies or demons or anything else tormenting him.

Tim had rung St August’s back using the number he had for them and they’d confirmed the truth of it. That his gran was dying.

“She’s not been taking much food for a while now, as you know,” the nurse on duty told him—not the same woman who’d left the message, this one had a lighter tone. A bit too light, given the nature of the information she was imparting, like she was on the verge of laughter. “We’ve been trying her with fluids and she did perk up a bit. But tonight…”

Tonight she was dying. On this day of all days, on this date. She was dying and she was alone, or at least in any way that really counted. There were staff present, clearly, but not family; and that was the important thing. This woman, who had brought him up, fed and clothed him for so many years—kept him safe—was slipping away, and he wasn’t there to even hold her hand as she did so.

“Are you sure?” Tim asked, and realised that he sounded like the most heartless person ever. Do I really have to come? Can’t someone else deal with it? But it wasn’t that at all, and if anyone would have understood it was his gran. It was because of her he was the way he was, for Christ’s sake!

There was a sigh at the other end of the line, then that laughing voice again: “Yes, we’re sure, Mr Nolan. If you’re going to come, though, time is a factor.”

Tim lowered the phone, looked around, as if waiting for someone to make the decision for him. But there was no-one else; there hadn’t been for a long time. Just him and—

If you’re going to come…

He held the receiver to his ear again. “I’m… I’m on my way,” he told the nurse.

What choice did he have?

Quickly, Tim went around blowing out the candles, and switched off his fire—he didn’t want another disaster like the kettle incident—then grabbed his keys. Upon opening the door, he stood there for a moment or two, unable to move; not wanting to cross the threshold. Then he thought again of his gran, sucked up a breath and ventured out. He almost forgot to close the front door behind him and lock it, in his haste to reach the relative safety of his car. It was only then that he let out that breath he’d been holding.

His hands were shaking as he started the engine—almost pulled out and hit another vehicle, the driver blaring his horn at Tim. Get it together, he told himself. Just get it together. You need to do this—for Gran.

Looking over his shoulder this time, checking his blind-spot instead of just relying on his mirrors, he filtered into the traffic—thankful at least for the fact that it wasn’t raining.

By the time he was approaching town, however, it was clear that was all he could be thankful for. The traffic had practically ground to a halt, a consequence of some kind of carnival that was going on up ahead: more of those celebrations his grandmother never approved of. After he’d moved about an inch in twenty minutes, Tim decided that the best course of action might be to pull over and leave the car by the side of the road, make for the underground that would take him more or less to the door of St August’s.

…time is a factor.

So, locking up his car, he headed off in the direction he thought the station lay. But everything looked so different at night, and especially tonight. Like the landscape was suddenly shifting around him. He was panicking, which didn’t help; about the fact he was out here to begin with… the first time in as long as he could remember on this date; about the fact he needed to get to his gran. It would be safer there with her—it always had been by her side.

People dressed in all kinds of outfits, from cheesy movie monsters to media personalities and cartoon characters (what exactly did Marilyn Monroe or Daffy Duck have to do with anything?), kept bumping into him. Tim just wanted to get away from them all, get to somewhere quiet where he could think—because the noise was incredible! Too much to bear.

He ended up ducking into a side street he wasn’t really familiar with, emerging out the other end in an equally strange location, covered in lamps and bunting; the same bunting that was covering all the street names everywhere apparently. Tim raced across that road and up another. None of it looked right. And the more he searched for some kind of landmark he recognised, the more lost he became; the more his wish appeared to have been granted. To be away from the crowds, away from everything.

Tim lit up a cigarette, but even that didn’t taste right and he soon stamped it out again.

Station… he needed to be heading towards the nearest station. Tim took out his phone to check his location, but promptly dropped it on the ground. He heard the crack of the screen even before he scooped it back up. Pressing the buttons did little good, nor did shaking it as a last resort.

Tim looked around again, as he had in his home. For someone to help him. But what few people there seemed to be around now were otherwise engaged: laughing, drinking, some brawling… which he steered clear of.

It was as he floundered around, looking either for a station or someone of sound mind to aid him in his quest, that he heard the
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