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    Editorial: June 2021

    Wendy N. Wagner | 633 words

    Welcome to issue 105 of Nightmare, and welcome to summer!

    Summer is the perfect time to strip off some layers—to risk revealing a bit more than you might in winter’s chill. When we first take off our sweaters and long-sleeved tees, our skin is pale and tender, like a grub exposed from its rocky shelter. Thin and pasty, it chaps quickly in the breeze. Our hearts quiver at the new sensations on our delicate flesh. I know that when I pull out my summer shorts, I’ll be wincing every time my Oregon-white skin catches my eye.

    This month’s issue is all about honesty and revelations, about pulling back the veil to share some of the more intimate—and perhaps unsettling—details of life. We start with Caspian Gray’s return to the magazine, “Empty Houses” a new dark fantasy piece that rips the covers off first-time home ownership . . . with some nasty revelations. Steph Kwiatkowski makes her first-ever appearance here with her story “Cake Between the Teeth,” the story of the connections we form perhaps in spite of what we try to hide from each other. Our Horror Lab works continue the theme with E.K. Wagner’s very personal essay “Let Me Be Clear,” which delves into a form of obsessive-compulsive disorder you don’t see in movies. And Monte Lin will make you squirm with his miniature story “See with Your Eyes, Not with Your Hands.”

    As ever, our author spotlight interviews delve deeper into the backgrounds of our short fiction. We’re delighted to have John Wiswell join us for the new installment of our “The H Word” column, where he takes a look beneath the toxic masculinity in the ’80s classic film Predator.

    It’s an issue of quiet revelations and unsettling truths. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I have building it!

    • • • •

    Our interview this month is with the talented Marina J. Lostetter. If you’ve ever scrolled through the table of contents on our website and noticed the wonderful featured images that appear beside each story—images that always seem to capture the spirit of the tale, no matter how strange or dark it might be—it’s courtesy of Marina’s terrific eye and brain. She reads every story for Nightmare (and Lightspeed!) and then tracks down stock images that coordinate with each one. Marina is also the writer of the successful Noumenon series and has two novels out this year, including the very creepy looking The Helm of Midnight.

    How did you get started working with Nightmare?

    I’ve been volunteering for Lightspeed and Nightmare since late 2016, when the call for a stock-photo-finder went out.

    What’s your favorite part of your work here?

    It helps keep me up-to-date on my short fiction reading, and lets me explore my love of art in a unique way.

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

    I am a big fan of monsters specifically. I think we put a lot of our anxieties and fear of our own primal instincts into monsters. And as much as we want those feelings to go away, the horror of monstrosity is how we allow ourselves to sit with those emotions for a while. That’s what’s great about horror literature—it’s a place where we accept the discomfort, purposefully spend time with it.

    What’s your favorite horror villain or monster?

    The xenomorphs from the Aliens franchise are by far my favorite!

    Thanks for everything you do around here, Marina! You definitely make Nightmare a creepier and more beautiful place.
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      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of the forthcoming horror novel The Deer Kings (due out summer 2021) and the forthcoming gothic novella The Secret Skin (fall 2021). Previous work includes the SF thriller An Oath of Dogs and two novels for the Pathfinder Tales series. 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! She lives in Oregon with her very understanding family, two large cats, and a Muppet disguised as a dog.
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    Empty Houses

    Caspian Gray | 6362 words

    The new house had a lot of mirrors in it. Not, like, a freakish number—just more mirrors than I’d ever had before. They were in the usual places: bathrooms, closet doors, a nice-full length in the foyer so you could check your coat and shoes. But they were on the back of every door: bathroom doors, bedroom doors, even the odd little door that topped the staircase onto the second floor. There were additional mirrors in each bedroom—big ones!—and the one in the littlest bedroom was so beautifully framed, we were surprised the previous owner had left it.

    The result was that I started accidentally scaring the shit out of myself the second we moved in. If a door closed behind me as I was carrying boxes, the sight of my own reflection would make me jump when I turned around. Because there were so many mirrors, and because some of them were tucked into odd places, my reflection always seemed to be moving in slightly the wrong direction.

    Austin was used to explaining my “heightened startle response” to our friends when I did something like knock over a glass of water because the waiter had come up too suddenly behind me. But even he found it jarring when I was gasping or squawking with surprise multiple times a day. Garth Marenghi—our grumpy indoor calico—was almost as edgy in the new place as me, and she’d taken to expressing her discomfort by completely disappearing between meals.

    “It’s like—and it only does this at night—but like if I walk by the little room on my way to pee, my reflection will seem to be going backwards.”

    Austin put a very gentle hand on my shoulder, but his voice was wry. “I hate to be the one to break this to you, but a reflection is supposed to be reversed.”

    He could make me feel so silly it was actually a relief—the peril of being both very imaginative and wildly inattentive was that you ended up, say, literally afraid of your own reflection, but also surprised that your reflection kept showing up in a house full of mirrors.

    What we called “the little room” was going to be the guest room, though the realtor had relentlessly referred to it as a “perfect potential nursery.” Austin wasn’t even straight, but we looked like a straight couple, so strangers were always willing to project whatever their idea of domestic bliss was onto our future. They did it less once they found out Austin was pansexual, which I didn’t even notice until he pointed it out to me—suck a certain number of dicks and suddenly everybody doubted your fatherhood credentials.

    The little room had the same square footage as the other two bedrooms, but the ceiling sloped down half of it, so the room felt small even if you were too short to actually be inconvenienced by the drop. Austin—whose childhood friends had called him “The Bear” for a good decade before he ever wrote that word into a dating profile—spent no time in it, so the space was ceded to me without either of us paying much attention. The room didn’t feel inherently special, but once we started calling it the little room, and once I realized it was basically mine, it became special. It felt like an office space or a studio, a place a woman would go to get shit done, even though I pretty much just listened to records and smoked weed in there, trying to keep the smell out of the rest of the house.

    The night we moved in, after all our friends had gorged themselves on pizza and driven home, we sat together on the floor and finished the last of the remaining drinks, which meant the worst of the remaining drinks, which meant Seagram’s.

    “I cannot fucking believe we bought a house,” I said, as the streetlights clicked on and suffused the room with an orange glow. “We did it. We’re basically boomers now.”

    “Blah blah estate taxes are unfair,” chortled Austin. “Blah blah my dream car is a Corvette, blah blah something super racist about school districts. Oh no!” He put down his drink and stared in mock-horror at his own hands. “It’s already happening!”

    “It can’t happen until we finish!” I started ticking off my fingers. “First we gotta get the guest room ready. Then we put pull-out couches in the living room. Then we get the basement fixed up into basically a separate apartment space. Then we can turn into boomers, because our house’ll be so full of our friends that they’ll just change us back.”

    Austin’s hand, still cool from being wrapped around the neck of a bottle someone had the temerity to name an Orange Sassy Swirl, crept under my shirt and fumbled blindly for the hooks of my bra.

    “This one’s in the front,” I said, snapping it open and then wriggling around inside my shirt until I’d gotten my arms out of the straps and could pull the whole bra out one sleeve, like a horny magician.

    “God, I love you,” said Austin, scooching over and pulling me into his arms. “Hey girl, do you wanna buy a house together?”

    “You know,” I said, leaning into him and kissing a trail up his collarbone, “I bet you could convince me.”

    I caught a glimpse of us over his shoulder in one of the mirrors. But where I was wrapped around Austin, my reflection was momentarily still: watching us and smiling gently. And I know, I know, I know, but: at the time, it felt like a gesture of welcome.

    • • • •

    All the mirrors sometimes showed my reflection wrong, but the one in the little room was the worst. It wasn’t lost on me that the room I spent the most time getting high in was also the room where I “saw” the most things. It was like a game my high-self played on my sober-self. One night I even left a note: check mirror in MOURNING, in caps just like that, I assume to ensure that I still appreciated my own pun.

    But in the morning the mirror didn’t do anything, it just acted like a mirror, and I was hard-pressed to articulate what had even creeped me out.

    “Check this out,” said Austin, looking up from his phone after about a week of my escalating scares. He walked into the little room, unhung the mirror, and set it down with the glass facing the wall. “Let’s just do that to any of them that freak you out. We can Goodwill ’em, throw ’em out—whatever, as long as you’re happy.” Garth Marenghi emerged suddenly from under the bed and padded over to sniff the back of the mirror, her tail flicking with interest.

    Until Austin did that, it hadn’t occurred to me—because the mirrors were there when we moved in, I’d mentally put them in the same category as walls and windows, just another immutable thing. Now I could remove them at will, leaving each one alone until it startled me, then taking my very business-like vengeance by stacking it neatly in the basement.

    “Don’t mind me,” said Austin, posing dramatically next to the mirror he’d removed. “I’m just a local hero, doing what comes naturally.” He reached down to scratch Garth’s ears, which she surprised us both by tolerating.

    “My hero,” I said, “in my very own dream house.”

    • • • •

    Austin’s hours picked up suddenly—an unexpected windfall for our budget, but it meant I was down a pair of hands for house work. “Renovations” seemed like too big a word, requiring both skilled labor and a sense of aesthetics, whereas what I did was more like “cut a hole into the ceiling for a light here” and “actually here won’t work, where the fuck did I put the spackling?”

    We hadn’t finalized who we were going to invite to live with us, but I had a mental shortlist that felt promising. Mel in the little room, so we could smoke weed and giggle together into the night. Danielle and Plum in the basement apartment, so they had a private place but were still members of the household. A rotating cast in the living room, according to who was just passing through and whose rent was recently hiked and who got dumped and needed a place to crash. Our house less a house than a neighborhood in and of itself, a community that just happened to also have my bedroom in it.

    It was slow-going, because I was just one person, and because I was still learning, which meant endless mistakes. Garth Marenghi skulked from under beds and behind bookshelves, following me as I worked from room to room. In a month we’d mostly finished unpacking, but random boxes and stacks of unsorted books and clothes still made hiding easy for her.

    “I just feel like,” said Austin, coming up behind me as I pored over paint chips at the kitchen table, “you should double-check if Danielle wants to live in the basement before you paint it her favorite color.”

    “We’ve talked about how we’re going to live together since middle school, I think she’s pretty aware. Besides,” I smiled, “you’re just worried I’m gonna paint it pink.”

    “Well, if you’re going to, definitely make it that one—” he pointed to a glaringly bright fuchsia, “instead of that boring bullshit.” He indicated the palest pink on the strip, which was of course the one I was actually considering. He blinked at me. “Why don’t you ask for help, anyway? Like twenty people helped us move; I bet you could get two of them to come over and help paint a room.”

    But I just shook my head, feeling both proud of my hard work and self-conscious about my pride. “Nah. I don’t want anybody to see it until everything’s ready.”

    • • • •

    It was the kind of narrow urban house built so close to its neighbors that you could reach out your windows and fist bump each other. The backyard was small, with a chain link fence along two sides and a neighbor’s tall and rather elegant wooden privacy fence forming
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