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    Editorial: December 2020

    John Joseph Adams | 117 words

    Welcome to issue ninety-nine of Nightmare!

    This month, our original shorts circle around the theme of sisters. Our first piece is a spooky little story of truly missing people—“The Book of Drowned Sisters,” from Caspian Gray. Angela Slatter gives us a dark tale of family and revenge in “The Wrong Girl.” We also have reprints by Stephen Graham Jones (“The Ones Who Got Away”) and Nicholas Royle (“The Obscure Bird”).

    The latest installment of our column on horror, “The H Word,” features an unsettling essay from J.B. Toner that explores what it’s like to write about demons. We also have author spotlights with our authors, and some movie reviews from Adam-Troy Castro.
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      John Joseph Adams, in addition to serving as publisher and editor-in-chief of Nightmare, is the editor of John Joseph Adams Books, an science fiction and fantasy imprint from Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. He is also the series editor of Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy, as well as the bestselling editor of many other anthologies, including The Mad Scientist’s Guide to World Domination, Robot Uprisings, Dead Man’s Hand, Armored, Brave New Worlds, Wastelands, and The Living Dead. Recent projects include: Cosmic Powers, What the #@&% Is That?, Operation Arcana, Loosed Upon the World, Wastelands 2, Press Start to Play, and The Apocalypse Triptych: The End is Nigh, The End is Now, and The End Has Come. Called “the reigning king of the anthology world” by Barnes & Noble, John is a two-time winner of the Hugo Award (for which he has been a finalist eleven times) and is a seven-time World Fantasy Award finalist. John is also the editor and publisher of Lightspeed Magazine and is a producer for Wired.com’s The Geek’s Guide to the Galaxy podcast. Find him on Twitter @johnjosephadams.
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    The Book of Drowned Sisters

    Caspian Gray | 6003 words

    They lived on the last street that had been constructed before investor money ran out, and behind their row of seven houses was a long unfenced field marked KEEP OUT, within it a little hill and little retaining pond, and a row of three streetlights along an unpaved road that stopped abruptly at the foot of the hill. Trees rimmed the field, and the streetlights still lit up, so there was a touch of Narnia in every evening. Even in the brilliant summer sun, the trees were thick enough to give the woods an inviting fairy tale darkness, though in practice they were full of mosquitoes. They used to play a game there called Princess of the Hill vs. Princess of the Lake. Diamond was older, so she claimed Princess of the Hill, where she’d worn a path to the top through tall grass and waist-high bushes. Her little sister Tyesha got Princess of the Lake, which was full of goldfish and Canada geese and trash.

    To play Princess of the Lake vs. Princess of the Hill, you had to come up with reasons why your army would win the war.

    “Invasion of acid-spitting frogs,” said Tyesha.

    “Earthworms that come out of the dirt and eat the frogs.”

    Tyesha shook her head. “Frogs eat worms, not the other way around.”

    “Ummmm,” said Diamond, drawing the word out to a ridiculous degree, “frogs do not spit acid, either, but right now we’re making things up.”

    “Acid frogs exist exclusively in the freshwater wetlands of eastern Australia,” recited Tyesha, whose intonation at times like these sounded more like an irritable librarian’s than a little girl’s.

    Diamond rested her fists against her hips. “We’re not princesses in Australia.”

    “Invasion of regular frogs,” said Tyesha. “They eat all your crops and starve out the people of the hill.”

    “Invasion of the people of the hill,” said Diamond. “We drink all your water and pee it back out and then the fish die.”

    VICTOR: KINGDOM OF THE HILL

    But the rules changed every time. A battle plan that didn’t win one day because it was too made-up would other times come out victorious, because making “realistic” battle plans was too boring to keep up for long.

    When they were princesses, Diamond stood at the top of the hill, illuminated with golden sunlight, the shimmer of the grass in the wind alive with the drone of cicadas. Tyesha walked on water, and the lake came up in great waves at her command, and her people were mermaids with long nails and sharp teeth and wicked smiles.

    Actually, the edge of the pond was covered with sucking mud and the water smelled bad, and the hill was overgrown with thorny bushes. But they were sisters, and the field was theirs, and in the end it never mattered who won the war.

    • • • •

    It was not exactly Diamond’s fault when Tyesha drowned, but it could never quite be not her fault, either. It happened very quickly; more quickly than she thought drowning would take. She was digging a hole at the top of the hill, watching the ornate patterns made by ants as they fled the tip of her digging stick. The centipedes and woodlice disgusted her in a very pleasant way, and she even scared up a single moth as big as her palm, that she’d taken for a dead leaf until it flew away.

    She called out with wonder, wanting Tyesha to see the moth before it was gone, but her little sister didn’t reply. Diamond watched the moth until she couldn’t make it out anymore, then turned, blowing stray hair out of her eyes, to see what had distracted Tyesha from something so beautiful.

    Her sister was face down in the water, floating just past the line where the little pond was too deep for a child to stand in. One of her sneakers floated higher than the other.

    “Hey!” Diamond yelled. “Hey, don’t do that!”

    She scrambled down the hill, through the thorn bushes, each stumble-step leaving her less sure that this was a joke or a game.

    By the time Diamond dragged Tyesha out of the water by her ankles, her sister was dead.

    By the time Diamond threw herself, screaming, into her mother’s arms, no one believed she’d ever had a sister at all.

    • • • •

    She learned very quickly not to mention her dead sister. Tyesha was an imaginary friend, a manifestation of psychosis, a trauma Diamond had inflicted on herself for reasons no child psychologist could diagnose. Changing the world back into the thing it used to be was too big for her, too impossible, so Diamond recorded quiet facts and sketches into a notebook, and labeled it, in careful print:

    
      The Book of Drowned Sisters
    

    It took years—not until Diamond was in college—before she finally met someone else with a sister not just dead, but gone entirely.

    • • • •

    Bana was a white chick, pretty and mannish both at once, with short hair that she wore brushed forward in messy waves and a wide-mouthed smile that she often hid behind her hands. She slouched when she walked, which helped to hide the angle of her breasts and gave her a sense of menace despite her slight stature.

    “Hey, you!” she called to Diamond, the first time they met at the freshmen activities fair. “You look like a woman looking for a queer support group!”

    “No I don’t,” said Diamond, too surprised to be offended, though later she would wonder what had made her seem “queer,” exactly.

    “Nah, it’s okay,” said the other woman. “You don’t have to know what you’re looking for yet. Here’s our website; it lists all our meeting times and everything, so you can stop by whenever you’re ready.” She thrust a business card into Diamond’s hand, smiling in a rakish way that made Diamond’s heart double beat.

    “I’m Bana, by the way,” she said, holding out her other hand so that they were awkwardly mingled, each with one hand shaking and one hand on the brightly-printed Gay-Straight Alliance business card.

    “Diamond.” Diamond let go of Bana’s hand but held onto the business card. “I’m actually straight, though.”

    “Oh yeah, totally,” said Bana, nodding. “Now that I see you up close, you definitely seem that way. It was just from a distance that you looked gayish.”

    Diamond bit her lip, not sure if she was being flirted with or just teased, and not quite up to it either way. She’d actually only showed up to find the Nurses of Character booth, which was supposed to be good for networking. She wanted to find regular friends by chance; having to join a club to meet people seemed vaguely pathetic.

    “Um, thanks for the card,” she said, looking down at it rather than meeting Bana’s eyes. “I’ll see you around.”

    “Yeah, totally,” said Bana again, and when Diamond looked back over her shoulder Bana was still watching her, one fist brought up to cover her smile.

    • • • •

    The meeting Diamond picked out, using their shared dorm computer only when her roommate was in class, was just called Questioning? and the description on the website read, “Are you experiencing new desires or impulses, and want to talk about them? Do you have questions about your sexual orientation or gender identity? Come talk to other people who are unsure, in a discussion lead by a rotating cast of queers who have been where you are.”

    “‘New desires or impulses,’” Diamond read out loud, which made it all seem rather capricious.

    But it turned out that finding friends “by chance” was not as easy as she’d thought: maybe if she was prettier or whiter or less weird, or if her idea of a good time included getting wasted at fraternity parties and football games, she’d have settled in as easily as the other girls in her dorm.

    But Diamond wasn’t pretty or normal, and if she was sometimes “too ghetto,” she still sometimes talked “too white.” She didn’t like getting drunk surrounded by strangers, where the dangers ranged from embarrassing photos cropping up on the internet to being raped. And if this Gay-Straight Alliance meeting was about questioning your sexuality, surely some people stopped by and concluded that they were straight after all? It was even in the name of the group.

    So she’d just be one of those.

    Maybe she was a little bit hoping that Bana was in that rotating cast of queers.

    • • • •

    “Well, you were quiet,” said Bana after the meeting.

    Diamond was so pleased to have been singled out and followed into the hall that it took a moment to work the smile off her face. She didn’t want to send the wrong idea, after all.

    “I, um, didn’t have much to say.” They walked together slowly. The halls of the diversity center were decorated with student artwork, some of it abstract, some of it rather gratuitously vulgar.

    “Yeah, it’s pretty normal to be shy at first. Give it a couple years, and you’ll be braggin’ about how much pussy you crunch with the rest of the dudebros.”

    Diamond tried not to look affronted, which didn’t stop Bana from grinning.

    “Girl, relax,” she said. “You said you’re straight. I believe you.” She paused. “Mostly.”

    “Really, though?” Diamond asked. “Real people throw around phrases like ‘crunching pussy’?”

    Bana threw back her head and laughed. Her laugh was so loud that for a moment Diamond thought she was faking it to make fun of her.

    “Stop that,” she said. “It’s embarrassing.”

    Bana’s laughter wound down in no particular hurry. “Anyway, if you’re so straight, what are you doing at the GSA meet with the rest of us pussy-crunchers?”

    Diamond stopped walking and leaned against the wall, tucked in between a water fountain and a fire extinguisher. After a beat, Bana stopped too, forcing other people to go around her.

    “It’s been really lonely,” said Diamond, trying to make this statement nonchalant instead of pitiful. “I thought making friends would be easy, but it’s not. You’re like the only person on campus who noticed me.”

    “Aw, shit,” said Bana, turning just red enough that Diamond wasn’t sure if she was imagining it. “That’s like, my job. I’m the dyke who notices all the hot new girls. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

    “Oh.” Diamond stooped her shoulders. She wanted to walk away, but the water fountain and fire extinguisher that had made her feel snugly hidden a moment ago now trapped her so she would have to push past Bana to leave.

    “No,” said Bana quickly. “Not like that, either. Just, like, the hitting on you part. I don’t mean anything by it. If you want me to stop, I will, whether you’re gay or straight or whatthefuckever. But if you want a friend, I do that too. Yeah?”

    “Yeah,” said Diamond, without trying to parse out exactly what in that statement she was agreeing with.

    “Man,” said Bana. “You gotta stand up, though. Quit lookin’ so sad. I’m not going to, I dunno, hit you for being lonely.”

    Diamond straightened up immediately. She was prone to flinching unnecessarily, to hunching up against loud noises, and more than once, people had taken this for a symptom of abuse, looking into her past for tragedies that didn’t exist.

    Really, she had just the one tragedy, and she hadn’t said Tyesha’s name out loud for years.

    “So, what are you doing tonight?” Bana continued. “Because if your answer is ‘hanging out with you,’ I will try my damndest to not make it a date.”

    Diamond felt something inside her unclench.

    “Yeah,” she said. “Let’s hang out.”

    • • • •
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