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    Editorial: January 2025

    Wendy N. Wagner | 492 words

    Welcome to Issue #148 of Nightmare Magazine!

    January always begins with calls to make changes in our lives, to improve our situations, our routines, our bodies. It’s impossible to escape the dull roar of self-improvement and forced positivity, but no matter how loud those voices might become, we all know that making real, measurable changes is no easy thing. Change isn’t a matter of willpower, not really. Most of us are very tightly locked into the structure of our lives by our past choices and our current circumstances. None of us are free agents—every last one of us is bound at some point, or many points, in a social web that can be as sticky and as unbudging as any spider’s.

    The stories in this issue are about these bonds—bonds we choose, bonds we outgrow, bonds we are forced into. And they’re about the awful things that happen to people who are so trapped by their bonds that they are forced to take drastic measures to change their lives.

    We start the issue with an original short story from Katharine Tyndall: “The Morning Room.” The narrator of this tale lives in a wonderful house with a morning room perfect for working from home. But when she and her wife begin to argue about the strange smells coming out of the room’s trapdoor, the narrator finds herself more and more miserable. Leyla Hamedi’s story “Karabasan” starts a bit more dramatically when the narrator meets the man her father has arranged for her to marry. To be herself, this woman must escape the bonds of both marriage and family . . . through supernatural bondage. In the Horror Lab, Osahon Ize-Iyamu brings us a lighter take on social bonds in his flash story “They Bought a House” (both ghosts and difficult neighbors are involved), and Anuel Rodriguez contemplates the painful loss of a loved one in his beautiful poem “Annihilation of Red.”

    Our nonfiction this month includes an interview with Toby Poser, an independent filmmaker creating horror films with her family. We continue our discussion of film with Jamie Zaccaria’s essay for “The H Word” column, which explores the costuming of Final Girls in horror movies. We also have spotlight interviews with our short fiction writers.

    It’s a terrific issue, and we’re beyond grateful that you are joining us for another year of dark fiction. We here at Nightmare know that this month marks a transformational shift in power and policy that begins in the United States, but will certainly affect the entire globe. No matter where you live, we will all be forced to see how tightly we are bound together by the forces of economics, international law, and the ecological systems that allow us to live on this beautiful blue and green marble hurtling through space. I hope these bonds do not turn to bondage, these ties to garrotes.

    I hope.
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      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of Girl in the Creek, forthcoming 2025 from Tor Nightfire, as well as the horror novel The Deer Kings and the gothic novella The Secret Skin. Previous work includes the SF thriller An Oath of Dogs and two novels for the Pathfinder Tales series. Her short fiction has been nominated for the Theodore Sturgeon and Shirley Jackson awards, and her short stories, poetry, and essays have appeared in more than seventy venues. A Locus award nominee for her editorial work here, she also serves as the managing/senior editor of Lightspeed Magazine, and previously served as the guest editor of our Queers Destroy Horror! special issue. She lives in Oregon with her very understanding family, a very large cat, and a Muppet disguised as a dog.
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    The Morning Room

    Katharine Tyndall | 3888 words

    

    CW: death, animal death, and unhealthy relationships.

    

    In the morning room everything is bright and clean, florals and pastels. My wife says it looks tacky and childish, but after some pleading, she agrees not to touch the decorations. The faint lavender-colored walls I hang with dried pressed flowers in clear-plastic frames. The couch is the most expensive thing I ever bought, the cushions embroidered with pink silk chrysanthemums. No one is allowed to eat on the couch. The rug is hand-tied, white with pink and black abstract decorations, big enough to cover the old trapdoor in the floorboards.

    When we moved in, the morning room was the darkest room in the house, facing the northeast and painted dark green. The walls seemed to close in on you, pushing you toward the trapdoor and down into the darkness. Of course we went through the trapdoor and it was only an empty cellar, but sometimes in the morning room I remember that we’re sitting over a chasm, perched over the dust and dark on a platform of century-old boards. So to combat this precarity the room must be bright and lovely. It must capture the light in the early hours and soak it up and always feel like dawn.

    My wife likes to read there alone in the mornings. By the time I have my coffee and wander into the morning room in my slippers, she is already there, stretched out on the carpet with a mug of tea beside her and a book in her hands. One morning she’s reading a book about exponential growth. To me it sounds excruciating, but she’s a mathematician and hates reading fiction. I ask her why she reads on the floor and she tells me it’s because my couch is so uncomfortable. I sit on the couch and take my slippers off and place my feet gently on her back while she reads and press my toes softly into the spaces between her ribs. Stop that, she says, just let me read in peace for once.

    When she gets up and goes to work I clean up the house and sit down at my desk to write. My office space is dark in comparison to the morning room—it’s painted gray and the walls are hung with paintings that inspire me to write. But often, when I am alone in the house, I move to the morning room with my laptop and sit on the couch, and secretly set my coffee on its tall back.

    In the morning room you can feel the house breathing. Old houses have these charming little creaks that have no point of origin. You can look all night for what is making the noise and find nothing, and in the end it’s just the house, so old that it’s practically part of the earth now and groans and sways as the earth turns. During the first weeks in the house I am obsessed with a fluttering noise that I only notice when I put my head on my pillow at night. I look in every room, crawl around with my ear to the floorboards, even have my wife take a broom and go into the attic to look for bats. I never find the source of the noise, and my wife tells me I’m probably imagining things and to just forget about it. You’re so high strung, she says, just chill the fuck out. I learn to sleep with the noise eventually, and then after a while I find it comforting, and when I’m away I can’t fall asleep without it.

    I hear it in the morning room sometimes, a delicate little fluttering, like paper caught in a vent. If I’m tired enough I fall asleep to it and my wife comes home and finds me on the couch, dozing. Right where I left you, she says one evening, after I cleaned the house, wrote a whole chapter. Nice to know I’m the only one who works around here. I don’t bother to correct her. I am too tired to argue.

    At some point my wife starts messing with the morning room rug. Every day for weeks after she leaves for work I find it crooked and straighten it. Honey can you please set the rug right after you read there, I ask her, it’s always crooked from you lying on it. She never does. Without fail, when she leaves for work it is folded under, or crumpled with creases, and I have to wrestle with it and the couch to get it straight. It is a small thing on its own, but it frustrates me. She is bigger than me, and it would be a small effort for her to put the rug right before she goes to work, but instead she leaves it to me, along with the dishes, the cooking, the cleaning, until she comes home late from work and finds something about me to criticize.

    One morning I can’t sleep very well and hear her get up before me, make her tea, and leave the kettle whistling while she thumps and thuds around with something. I get up, take the kettle off the stove and follow her into the morning room. I find her, coming up out of the trapdoor, the rug cast to one side, and by the time I am in the room she is gently letting the trapdoor down into the floor.

    “What were you doing down there,” I ask her.

    “Just putting a few old boxes in storage,” she tells me. “It’s nice that we have a basement to store things.”

    “What are you storing?”

    “Just my old stuff. Books and stuff from when I was a kid.”

    I don’t care about my wife’s old stuff, and I hate the thought of the dark empty space beneath my morning room, so I do not go to look.

    The next day when I wake up the whole house smells ancient. Old library paper, old basement, the bathroom in a nursing home, a bag of forgotten potatoes, a wet rag left in the laundry bag, mildew and dust and age. The fluttering of the house is louder than ever before and my wife is gone, her half of the bed already cold. I get up naked to go and find her, running through rooms to hidden corners, avoiding the windows so the neighbors don’t see my body. When I get downstairs, the morning room is empty and the trapdoor is open, rug in a crumpled heap. I call her name but there is no answer. The fluttering sound is the loudest yet, a thousand moths trying to escape a lampshade.

    In the beautiful sunlit morning room the black gape of the trapdoor is a portal. Inside it I see only the wooden ladder, coarse-hewn and covered in cobwebs, descending into the dust. I find my wife’s phone on the couch and light the flashlight, and climb naked and barefoot into the dark. My feet touch the dusty earth, and the dust is thick as carpet between my toes. The smell in the basement is overpowering: must, rust, old and broken and decayed, rotting and buried and not to be dug up. The basement room is the same size as the morning room above, the floor either made of dirt or so covered with dust as to feel like dirt. I shine my light slowly around the room, but there are no boxes, no storage, none of my wife’s old things.

    The cellar room contains instead an arrangement of dead animals in a circle around the ladder. A maggotty opossum lies at twelve o’clock, then a desiccated rat, a rotting cat, a mostly decomposed raccoon. The rest in the circle are too far gone for me to tell what they had been, the last few are only skeletons. Ten in total, arranged around me. I breathe in through my nose and start to heave. Did my wife do this? In the mornings before I awaken, does she come down here to leave these offerings to rot? I cling to the ladder with one arm like the mast of a ship. I do not leave the square of light left by the trapdoor hole, I do not let even my smallest toe cross the threshold of light into the dark and death of the cellar. I shut my eyes tight and crawl naked back up the ladder, close the trapdoor and kick the rug over it haphazardly. I return to the bedroom and get in the shower, scrubbing the haunted dust from my body. Later, in the morning room, I notice my bare footprints on the rug, colorless smudges of the dust from the basement floor.

    My wife comes in a few hours later with the groceries. I am waiting for her on the couch in the morning room, leaving the trapdoor between us.

    “What were you doing in the basement room?”

    “What? I was out shopping.”

    “You left your phone in here.”

    “Thanks, I was looking for that.”

    “There are dead animals in the basement. Rats and cats and God-knows-what-else.”

    She looks disgusted. “What are you talking about? Is something living down there?”

    “You were down there. The trapdoor was open.”

    “I haven’t been here for hours. I was out shopping. Maybe you should try leaving the house, for once. You sound like you’re going crazy.”

    “I’m telling you,” tears are forming at the corners of my eyes, “the trapdoor was open and there were dead animals down there. I saw them.” Doubt opens beneath my resolve, the world unmakes itself as the words leave my mouth and is reconstructed in a new reality, aligned to her, hostile to me.

    “There’s no way. Do you want me to look in there?”

    “No. I never want us to open the trapdoor again.”

    “Don’t be silly, it’s just a basement.”

    My wife kicks back the rug and opens the trapdoor, me cowering behind her. We both squat around the hole, she shines her phone light down into it and I see only dust. There is no sign of the rotting animals that had been there hours before. She always does this, I think to myself, she’s always right and I always end up being wrong. I want
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