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    Editorial: April 2021

    Wendy N. Wagner | 1021 words

    Welcome to issue 103 of Nightmare!

    I don’t set out to create a theme for each issue, but as I read submissions and compare new pieces to stories I’ve bought along the way, I find that stories tend to have a distinct “taste” that compels me to group them together. Sometimes I’m not even sure what that flavor is until I’ve put together the issue and sat down at my desk to write the editorial—and then the flavor leaps out at me, as obvious as the blood on a murderer’s hands.

    This is one of those issues. It’s an issue about something fine and good that has been terribly spoiled, and for me, one of the pieces touches on something personal.

    My father taught me to shoot when I was nine years old. I’ve always been an okay shot, not good, not terrible, and I’ve really only gone out plinking a few times; ammunition is never as cheap as you wish it was, and it’s not so easy to find a good shooting spot these days. But taking out the little .22 rifle and demolishing a pop can or exploding a watermelon filled me with a weird delight. It wasn’t just the destruction, of course (although that was neato), but the rare sense of connection between my dad and I (and later with my kid brother).

    Even as a kid, though, my feelings about guns were complicated. They were fun, but they were also loud and a little scary. I grew up in hunting country and also saw plenty of “varmint” animals get shot, and the kinds of destruction a gun could do to a fragile, furry body always shook me. And after the shooting at nearby Thurston High School in 1999 (I was in college by that time, but Thurston was just a few miles from the shopping mall where I grew up going back-to-school and Christmas shopping), it became harder and harder to separate the fun of guns from their larger social repercussions. These days, it’s impossible for me to think of them with any kind of enjoyment, except a deep sense of nostalgia: a fine time now well and truly spoiled.

    In this month’s issue, Paul Crenshaw touches on gun violence in his essay “Step on a Crack”—our first piece of creative nonfiction in “The Horror Lab.” It’s a nasty little piece, and I hope you enjoy it.

    Our other miniature piece comes to us from Canada. Eileen Gunnell Lee’s icy flash story “When the Snowshoe Hare Turns White” touches on one of the world’s worst crises: global climate change. It’s a ghost story like no other, and for me, deeply terrifying.

    Our full-sized horror stories include a dark fantasy treat from A.T. Greenblatt—“Family in the Adit,” a story of a well-planned meal gone horribly awry—and the hilariously dark “Paradise Retouched” by Marc Laidlaw (if you’ve ever stayed in a vacation rental or an Air B’n’B, you might be inspired by the prank at the heart of this story). I hope you enjoy them as much as I have!

    This month’s mini-interview is with our editorial assistant, Alex Puncekar. Alex helps out at both Nightmare and our sister magazine, Lightspeed, and he’s a blast to work with.

    How did you get started working with Nightmare?

    I started in 2017. I had been working with Lightspeed since 2016 while I was in grad school, and John Joseph Adams needed some extra help with the social media posts for both Lightspeed and Nightmare, so that’s how I was welcomed onto the team. Since then, I’ve also been reading slush and completing the odd assignment here and there.

    What’s your favorite part of your work here?

    My favorite part is interacting with other writers and professionals in the field. I love learning about other processes and ways of thinking about writing, and especially what was going through someone’s head about a piece of theirs we’re publishing. I have another favorite part (I can use two, right?) and it’s being able to see how the publishing process for magazines work. I was a staff member for a literary magazine while I was in college (Jenny Magazine jennymag.org, I will always love you), and there’s something always thrilling about putting out a new issue every month.

    Would you call yourself a horror fan? If so, what brings you to the genre?

    Y’know, prior to 2017 and my work at Nightmare, I’d say I was more of a horror bystander than a fan. I was always fascinated by it, but for some reason never made a deep dive into it. Coming to work with Nightmare has given me the opportunity to really get into the genre, and all I can say is that I’m loving what I’m being exposed to so far! There’s certainly a lot I have to catch up on, so I’m always open to recommendations!

    What’s your favorite horror villain or monster?

    I’m a huge fan of the type of monster that’s more of an “unstoppable force” than an actual villain. The kind that is simply trying to ensure its own survival by adhering to its own nature. Monsters like the xenomorph from Alien, the alien from The Thing, and the entity from It Follows. Other than looking incredible (the obvious exception being the monster from It Follows), these monsters inspire a fear that’s quite unlike other monsters in the genre.

    • • • •

    Thanks so much, Alex! We couldn’t make Nightmare as terrifying without you.

    And thank you, dear readers! I hope this issue is at least a little upsetting and miserable—in the best possible way!
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    The Family in the Adit

    A.T. Greenblatt | 3005 words

    My reasons were selfish, but I hoped the dinner guest would succeed.

    She had made an effort to be presentable, even though that only amounted to plaiting her hair into a few coarse braids and shaking some of the filth from her clothes before she stepped out of the lightless passageway and into our home. But small actions carry great weight in the Mine.

    Husband didn’t agree.

    “You won’t survive this,” he said. “I can tell.”

    The dinner guest’s determined expression didn’t waver, but her scabbed, scraped knuckles tightened around the sackcloth bag in her hands.

    Unfortunately, Husband had a point. Even I could see the dinner guest was a shell of the person she once was. Her face was gaunt and there were dark circles under her eyes and a few festering scratches on her check. She had washed, but couldn’t wash away her desperation.

    “Are you Herbert Howard?” she asked. “The Guard with the way out?”

    “Who else?” Husband replied, seeping with resentment.

    But the dinner guest stood her ground. “Thank you for hosting me for dinner,” she said, as if she’d been invited in. As if she hadn’t fought her way out of the Mine, pushed through the door, and stepped into this old, narrow house in the adit. “You have a lovely family.”

    On the living room sofa, the three Children stared at her with blank expressions.

    “Wine?” I asked and pushed a glass into her hand before she lost her nerve. This startled her, as if I’d been holding a knife instead of crystal. The red liquid sloshed. She held it slightly away. Didn’t taste it.

    The wine wasn’t poisoned, though. I believed all dinner guests should have the chance to enter our home and let their eyes adjust to the light. Though our lamps flickered terribly and the fabric colors were muted by time, our guests should be able to look at the sateen furniture, the hand painted dishes, and the silver that was only slightly tarnished. Look at us, the Family in the Adit.

    They should have the opportunity to turn back.

    “You barge into my home,” Husband said, through clenched teeth. “And you refuse my hospitality.”

    The dinner guest hesitated for only a moment. “I would love to join you for dinner,” she said and took a sip of wine. I smiled and she noticed.

    “My name is Melody,” she said to me. “And you?”

    “She doesn’t have a name,” Husband said, glaring in my direction and I recoil. We all have our roles.

    “I’m the Wife,” I whispered.

    • • • •

    I’ve always been a terrible cook.

    Our meal started with turnip soup laced with arsenic and a tossed salad. Husband doesn’t like feeding guests past the first course.

    The dinner guest looked around the table, watching Husband and the Children systematically devour the murky soup. She couldn’t have known the soup was poisoned or that arsenic had no effect on the Family, but she suspected. Her stomach rumbled while we ate.

    But I am not a heartless monster. Eventually, she noticed how my soupspoon remained in its place, but my salad fork did not.

    Husband noticed too.

    “Mine scum,” he said. “Always shoving into my house, making demands. We are the type of family who doesn’t like being disturbed.”

    This wasn’t quite true. It wasn’t a pleasure to entertain guests, but it did offer me a welcome distraction. A bit of hope.

    “I’m sorry to impose,” the dinner guest replied, though her posture said she apologized for nothing. Then, she tore into her salad, though the greens were wilted and sour. She probably hadn’t eaten anything resembling fresh food in months. “They say you have a way out of the Mine,” she said, with a full mouth.

    “I do,” Husband said. “But I’m not giving it to you. You’ve only been in the Mine for what? Two months? Three?”

    “Six.”

    “Pathetic. You probably have fingers that haven’t been broken from digging. You probably still have friends in the Mine. You can’t know how monstrous the Taskmaster really is yet.”

    Around the table, the Family went still. It never ended well when Husband brought up the Taskmaster. The Children put down their soupspoons and picked up the steak knives in unison.

    “I know what sacrifice is,” the dinner guest said, quietly.

    That was when Husband pulled off his face.

    She hadn’t noticed the seams around his scalp or at the base of his chin. She didn’t notice the parts of him that were flesh and the parts that weren’t. But underneath Husband’s mask were cogs and bleeding flesh and dead tissue and pins and screws holding together this creature that could eat arsenic in his soup every night.

    Husband smiled his greediest smile.

    The dinner guest shoved back from the table, stumbling to her feet as her chair banged against the floor, hand over her mouth to stop herself from heaving. She hurried from the room and into the kitchen.

    I moved to follow her, but Husband turned his uncovered face to me. “Stay,” he said, and I did. I was a terrible Wife, but I’d learned it was better not to disobey his commands.

    I listened to the crashes, the rattle of the locked door in the back of the kitchen as the dinner guest fought futilely with the knob. I watched the Children put down their knives as their blank, shiny faces became mirrors of Husband’s raw visage. They were good mimics, the Children, these perfectly hollow creations that were seldom heard, but always seen.

    When the dinner guest returned, she was paler than before, but composed.

    “You can’t know anything about sacrifice,” Husband said, speaking slowly, with relish, so we could hear each pop and click of his uncovered jaw. “You’re still whole.”

    He didn’t notice what the dinner guest brought back from the kitchen until the butcher knife caught the dim light. In one swift, determined stroke, she brought the blade down past the second knuckle of her left ring finger. The digit parted easily from her hand.

    “Not anymore,” she gasped.

    • • • •

    I didn’t need to poison the fish course. Even in death, the barbed, fanged Mine eel was vicious enough.

    We waited for the dinner guest to stop bleeding. There was a large wet spot around her plate as she clutched a napkin to her maimed hand. But there would be no stain to remove; the tablecloth was already red.

    The dinner guest swayed in her seat, but stayed upright.

    “Serve the damn fish,” she said, through clenched teeth.

    With the same butcher knife she’d used, I severed the head and the tail and cut the eel’s long body into six equal pieces. I served Husband first, the dinner guest second, then the Children, then myself. The fish looked like sewage and stank like a forgotten corpse. The dinner guest gagged.

    “You understand that if you don’t eat, I will kill you?” Husband said.

    “Yes,” she whispered and picked up her fork.

    We ate carefully. Mine eels were spiteful creatures. Their bones liked to catch in our throats and cling. There were sacs of venom randomly scattered throughout their bodies like traps and their barbs were obstacles, sharp, cruel, and deep. Even after years of practice, I never learned how to eat
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