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    Editorial: April 2022

    Wendy N. Wagner | 514 words

    Welcome to Nightmare’s 115th issue!

    A few days ago I was writing something about the 1980s, and a bit of mental math made me stop in my tracks. Somehow, despite all the birthdays I’ve celebrated over the years, I hadn’t put it together that the ’80s are now forty years ago. Yes, Fast Times at Ridemont High is officially middle aged, as is The Thing, Poltergeist, Beastmaster, and The Dark Crystal. If there had been a Nightmare Magazine forty years ago, readers of the April editorial would have probably been rocking out to Joan Jett’s “I Love Rock ’n Roll,” as it was crushing the charts at the time.

    I was only four years old in 1982, so I don’t have a strong sense of the zeitgeist. But it was definitely a different era. No internet, no social media—heck, ninety percent of Americans didn’t even own a VCR. I’ve watched Stranger Things, and I’m pretty sure it’s only showing me the frosting of nostalgia.

    In forty years, what will we remember about our current time? When I’m in my mid-eighties looking back on the late 2010s and early 2020s, what will spring into my mind? Will it be specific disasters and wars or the endless school shootings and strip malls? Will I remember the first time I entered my pronouns beneath the black box of my Zoom icon? Will I remember going to the grocery store wearing a mask and following the directional arrows on the floors so I wouldn’t cross paths with any contaminated strangers?

    If I ever have grandkids who want to know what life was like in 2022, I think I would hand them this issue of Nightmare. Each of these pieces uniquely captures the flavor of this particular moment in time, even Shaoni C. White’s story of a historical evil communicated through song (“Where the Heather Grows”). Prepare to be horrified by what unfolds in a Zoom classroom in Shannon Scott’s unsettling short story “Synchronous Online.” In the Horror Lab, we’ve got a creative nonfiction piece (“Homeless Ghosts”) from Victor T. Cypert, which explores the importance of local geography and the way our communities lose their identities to big box stores. Our flash piece this month is “√i,” by Nightmare alum Martin Cahill. It’s about a wholly irrational experience in one high school’s math class, and it’s particularly current.

    For nonfiction, we’ve got the latest book review column from Terence Taylor, plus an H Word column from Richard Thomas (it’s about recent trends in horror films). Our spotlight interview team has put together some great interviews with our authors, too.

    It’s all very, very au courant, and I hope you will enjoy it.

    And who knows? Maybe this issue will inspire you to make your own little time capsule. You’ll need some way to terrify your grandkids, after all.
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of 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, and her short stories, poetry, and essays have appeared in more than fifty venues. She also serves as the managing/senior editor of Lightspeed Magazine, and previously served as the guest editor of Nightmare‘s Queers Destroy Horror! special issue. She lives in Oregon with her very understanding family, two large cats, and a Muppet disguised as a dog.
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    Synchronous Online

    Shannon Scott | 5704 words

    It could have been ketchup. Or sriracha sauce. V8 or cranberry juice or pinot noir. It could have been Karo syrup with food coloring as it had been in Carrie or Bosco Chocolate Syrup as in Psycho. It didn’t matter. My dissertation had been on suspension of disbelief in scripted violence, and I knew that as long as the audience agreed that the red scarf pulled from Juliet’s breast was her blood dripping from Romeo’s dagger, it didn’t matter that it was a scarf. The scarf becomes what we expect it to be. Want it to be. What matters is Juliet’s despair, the culmination of dramatic irony that has built to this moment of violence, of catharsis. Not the violence itself. Not the Karo syrup.

    When the student pointed the switchblade at the camera and asked, “Left or right first?” I typed my opinion into the chat box like everyone else. I chose a caret symbol because left or right didn’t matter, all that mattered was the moment of catharsis.

    • • • •

    It started with boxes. Tiny black boxes with names and preferred gender pronouns on a brightly lit computer screen. I taught three classes of boxes two days a week. Sometimes the boxes unmuted and talked. Usually, however, they were aloof or vacant, and I never knew which, unless I called out their names and tried to conjure their spirits like a medium at the lamest séance in history. Mostly, I stared at my own face, which I kept in a perpetual smile that gradually tightened and grew feral. For hours after class, my cheeks would ache and twitch unless I dunked my face into a sink filled with cold water and screamed, emerging long enough to slap myself and take another breath before dunking again.

    I understood their right to be boxes. And I came to understand their desire to be boxes as well because I, too, longed to be a box. I imagined it was like the darkness and silence and solitude of a comfortable coffin. One you never had to share. You could close the lid and eat a granola bar or masturbate or nap and no one could disturb you.

    So, when I turned off my camera and became just another box in the tic-tac-toe of our virtual classroom, there was no longer a leader or any rules to follow. I had given them an assignment that would take them through the end of the semester, an assignment widely open to interpretation, with no guidelines or limitations. I could watch from the comfort of my own black box. Or not.

    • • • •

    The first few assignments played like an amateur talent show. One box turned on the camera to reveal a girl in a blond ponytail who played “Amazing Grace” on the oboe. Another box, a boy, played his guitar and sang Ed Sheeran’s “Afterglow.” Those received low ratings, D and D- respectively, which was perhaps what changed the trajectory.

    The next class featured an older man sitting on a kitchen chair. He wore linen slacks and a Nehru-style jacket and spoke a foreign language that the student box translated. He talked about his experiences during the Secret War and the years he spent in a refugee camp in Thailand. We were riveted, not only by the first-hand narrative, but by the delay required for us to understand him. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought some of the boxes were crying. That box received the first and only unanimous A. I felt sorry for the box that would have to follow that one.

    • • • •

    At online faculty meetings, our department chair insisted we maintain a human identity and not a box identity.

    “So nice to see all your faces,” our department chair would say, meaning keep your cameras on.

    And we did. Unlike the classes of boxes we taught, we were inured to both voyeurism and exhibitionism. Big Brother had been watching and listening to us since birth, and the apathy and boredom between our performed lives and our corporate audience was mutual and thriving.

    
      Let’s brainstorm ice breakers.
    

    
      I like to ask the boxes what their favorite color is.
    

    
      I do flavor of ice cream.
    

    
      That’s really good. Can I use that?
    

    Then someone’s long-haired cat would traipse across the keyboard or a delivery person would arrive with groceries from Instacart or someone’s toddler would careen into view screeching for juice.

    
      What a cutie!
    

    
      How old?
    

    
      Do you tip your shopper 15%?
    

    Half of them were drunk. You could do that now, drink with impunity, right from a mug. No one could smell the pine needles or fermented grapes on your breath. It was a silver lining to the reality we chose to create.

    • • • •

    I say chose to create because it didn’t have to be that way. It could be this way.

    When the camera came on in the next class, it was facing a terrarium. Inside, a ball python, black with brown markings, slithered out of a log and over to a dead rat lying in a pile of wood shavings. The rat had been taken from the freezer and thawed. Then it had been microwaved to reach an “alive” temperature meant to appeal to the snake’s killer instinct. The result was a rodent with matted white fur and closed eyes, stiff little feet and a long tail that didn’t move when the snake glided past its body and came winding back, opening and closing its mouth around the rat’s head in a comme ci, comme ça way. There was a lot of discussion in the chat box:

    
      Go for it, dude!
    

    
      That is so disgusting!
    

    
      Yo, give him some salt and pepper!
    

    The snake pulled the rat to a standing position—the rat was stiff enough that it worked—and then the snake angled its long body above the rat, using gravity to work the prey more efficiently into its mouth. It seemed impossible that a snake so slender could consume a rat so fat, but the elastic jaws stayed wide open and eventually all that remained of the rat was a tip of the tail that stuck out between the snake’s sharp teeth. The snake lifted its head, its black eyes rolling up at the ceiling as the rat went deeper inside, an undulating lump beneath shiny scales.

    
      Awesome
    

    
      Gross
    

    
      Squeak, help me, squeak:)
    

    
      Lol.
    

    
      Snooze fest
    

    
      Animal kingdom lite
    

    
      You know what would have been better? Live prey!
    

    
      Hell, yes!! It took forever for that snake to eat!
    

    
      I took a nap on my keyboard
    

    
      Lol
    

    I was pleased that the boxes were displaying critical thinking skills. And while I did not find the snake eating the rat to be a soporific, it did lag at points. Mostly because, as the boxes pointed out, the prey had been zapped like a burrito, so the predation lacked dramatic tension. There was no fear, no attempts at escape, no realization of doom in the rat’s tiny eyes. No catharsis. Plus, there was no information about the snake. We didn’t learn anything about the species or where it came from. I could respect that as a narrative choice—that is, pointing out the purposelessness of backstory when it comes to consumption. But I felt, as did the other boxes, that it was ultimately devoid of social commentary or subtext. Really, it was the cheapest kind of body gore.

    • • • •

    I didn’t keep my synchronous online experimental assignment a secret, but I also didn’t call it an experiment and I didn’t share certain things, or most things, with the faculty. At meetings, I told them I had been inspired by a news story about a student who faked his own kidnapping in order to get out of a Zoom class. I said it showed a lot of creativity and initiative on the student’s part. Instead of playing video games or brushing his teeth or taking a piss—activities I suspected my black boxes were engaging in—this student had obtained a handgun and a ski mask and ran lines with his kidnapper friend. Even the drunk professors stirred themselves enough to ask me at least one pointless question.

    
      How do you incorporate self-assessment in the grading schema?
    

    
      What is the writing intensive component?
    

    
      Can you put the rubric in our shared google drive?
    

    What I didn’t tell them:

    1. There was no rubric. I had been teaching for over a decade and still didn’t know what that was.

    2. The grade was determined by their peers, not me. It was done Roman pollice verso style in the chat function.

    3. I never hit “end meeting.” After midterms, which tested my resolve, I knew I’d always be able to keep the meeting going. No matter what.

    • • • •

    Midterms started a week of confessional narratives. There was a cutter who talked about being molested as a child and showed us the scars on her arms. They looked like years etched into a prison wall to mark time. She received a B+. There was a bulimic who pointed out all the parts of her body she hated, mainly her flabby stomach, which she flashed at the camera and the cellulite on her thighs, which she didn’t. I thought she was heading towards a C or a D until she ate half a cold pizza and brought the laptop into the bathroom. She showed us the best technique to initiate a gag reflex, then vomited neatly into the toilet bowl. A-. Then there was a bully who talked about how he used to pick on his little brother. How he set fire to his little brother’s collection of stuffed toys and twisted his arm until it broke because he liked hearing him screech. I thought he would have received a lower grade if not for his little brother entering the screen at the end of the monologue. The little brother forgave his big brother and the two hugged it out. B.

    One of the boxes claimed she was a victim of rape. She recounted a story where she went to her cousin’s party and drank too much and fell asleep in one of the empty rooms only to wake up with a guy on top of her, covering her mouth so she couldn’t scream. It was tearful and graphic. Because we were living in the #MeToo era

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    ©2022 by Shannon Scott.
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