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For Kevin J. Anderson

Thank you, Kevin, for continuing to remind me, through the ongoing example that you set, of those eloquent words of your dear friend that your obsession for writing, for telling stories, in other words your spirit with a vision, is indeed a dream with a mission.

­­
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Kristine Kathryn Rusch
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Here’s what I love about Mark Leslie’s editing: It has heart.

When Mark picks a project, he generally goes for the emotion genres—y’know, horror (emotion), romance (emotion), and fear (emotion).

An obsession is an emotion gone sideways. Often, obsessions are rooted in emotion. An obsession with death, because as a child, our protagonist witnessed the death of a beloved person or pet. An obsession with collecting, because things allow that person to bury their emotions under something tangible. An obsession with another person, based on love or rage or hatred or, well, you name it.

The stories in this very special volume cover a wide range of genres, from fantasy to noir, from horror to something resembling love. These stories have only one thing in common—an obsession.

Sometimes the obsession is sketched in ever so lightly, because the protagonist really doesn’t want others to notice just how big the obsession is. Sometimes the obsession is vast and creepy and hard to miss.

And that’s what makes these stories wonderful.

I have watched Mark edit on a variety of projects. He often takes part in our anthology workshop, which requires a lot of reading before a week of in-person sessions during which we editors discuss authors’ stories right in front of them. I consider myself lucky to have heard Mark’s takes on a variety of fiction.

Sometimes his opinion makes me reconsider something I’ve read or notice something I’ve missed. I love that. (Note the emotion here.)

Mark has great insight into fiction, into what makes it work, and, even better, what makes stories link to other stories.

Obsessions does just that. These stories are different, yes, but they belong together. You might even say they’re obsessed with each other.

(Okay, maybe that is a bridge too far.)

Mark himself was obsessed with this anthology. When it looked like the anthology was going to be canceled, Mark stepped in to save it. He ran a highly successful Kickstarter to help him pay the authors and, ultimately, to put together an audiobook version of the anthology.

You might want to search for the project on Kickstarter, just to see the videos Mark compiled to convince people to support the project. Which they did, in droves.

You now have in your hands (or on your e-reader or in your ear) this marvelous volume. Enjoy it. No, savor it. Once you finish, you’ll understand why Mark (and the rest of us) are obsessed by it.

It’s just that good.

—Kristine Kathryn Rusch

Las Vegas, NV

September 30, 2020
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Mark Leslie

––––––––
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I often liken my role as an anthology’s editor to being your tour guide as we take a stroll together past a series of landmark stories that these dear author friends I am privileged to work with were generous enough to share with me.

Along the way, I point out the sights, the sounds, the smells. And we’ll both revel in the atmospheric emotions, the highs, the lows, the noise, and the quiet; the magic of how we can both experience the same story, and yet be brought to our own unique and intimate internal reactions.

That’s one of the things I adored about the format of Rod Serling’s The Twilight Zone. Those moments where he stepped out to introduce and end a tale, carefully preparing you for the tale you were about to experience.

And, if you consider imitation to be the sincerest form of flattery, then, picture me donning that same style of persona.

Right now, my role is to prepare you for the wonderful voices of the talented writers that you are about to experience. I know that not everybody reads an anthology from start to finish; some readers prefer to dance around from tale to tale to the pattern of their own internal beat. But for those of you who read things in the order presented I have designed and laid out the tales in a way that I hope you can relish.

It is a path, a course, that I have carefully planned out, designed to move you through the various emotions, genres, experiences, the highs, the lows, that these masterful writers will take you through.

Their voices and tales are each unique, but the theme they have explored is consistent.

Webster defines "obsession" as "abnormal preoccupation with a persistent idea of desire."

Sometimes these obsessions are related to a particular hobby, such as avid collectors of various artifacts. Other times the obsession can be something that drives a person to invent something new, cure a disease or attempt to right a great wrong. And at other times, they can send a person down a dark and disturbing path.

Obsessions can be healthy; they can be born out of love and the desire to protect. They can stem from a need to fix something that is broken or replace something that is missing. Obsessions can be perversive and disgusting, unhealthy and bizarre. They can be mild or quaint eclectic things, or they can be all-consuming and life altering.

The stories you are about to read are about different types of obsessions and how those obsessions drive changes or alterations in a character's life and the lives of those around them. 

The authors have crafted stories that dig deep into each character's unique obsession. They explore the trauma, the elements of that person's upbringing or their internal character that led to or feeds the obsession. They explore and examine what it really means, on the deepest level, if they obtain that goal they obsess over.

These stories are so rich and fascinating that I’m confident you will be thinking about them obsessively long after you have finished reading it.

But in the meantime, those stories, and these brilliant authors await us both. Come, take my hand, dear reader, and let us take a stroll together as I have the honor of introducing you to the fascinating characters, worlds, and situations they have each spun along this single theme.
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Leah Cutter
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Leah Cutter still has a journal from when she was eight years old that begins with the words: “When I grow up, I want to be a writer.” Something else she had when she was a little girl was the first of a growing collection of Kewpie dolls and Kewpie doll memorabilia.

But we’ll get to the Kewpie doll collection shortly.

Leah writes page-turning, wildly imaginative fiction set in exotic locations, such as a magical New Orleans, the ancient Orient, rural Kentucky, Seattle, Minneapolis, and many others.

She writes fantasy, science fiction, mystery, literary, and horror fiction. Her long fiction and books have been published by New York Publishers and small presses, and her short fiction has been published in magazines like ‘Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine’ and ‘Talebones,’ and anthologies like Fiction River.

I have had the distinct pleasure of publishing her story “The Glass Girl” in the first anthology I edited for the Fiction River series, in the 2017 Editor’s Choice edition.

You can learn more about Leah, her worlds, and her writing at www.leahcutter.com. But in the meantime, let’s get back to that Kewpie doll collection I’d mentioned.

“When I was a little girl, my grandmother gave me a Kewpie doll,” Leah tells me. Since she preferred stuffed animals to dolls, this was the only doll she had for years.

Leah’s mother was quite the seamstress, making matching outfits for the family; for one camping trip, her mom sewed Leah a sleeping bag and made a matching one for her doll.

“Because other people knew that I adored this doll, they continued giving me Kewpie memorabilia even after I was an adult, such as a hand-painted Kewpie plate, a Kewpie from WWII wearing a German army helmet, and even a rare black Kewpie.

“So, it seemed natural to me to take something that was innocent, like collecting a few Kewpie dolls, and turn it into something much darker. It was better for me to use the Kewpie dolls than something I'm actually really obsessed with, such as coffee or chocolate.”

And, I, for one, am glad that she did. Because this story stuck with me for so long after I finished reading it that I ended up theming an entire anthology around it.

Now let us find Megan as she is about to enter the sacred room containing her prize Kewpie doll collection.

––––––––
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Megan took a deep breath and deliberately pushed all her cares away before she opened the door to the room containing her prize doll collection.

The faint smell of old plastic greeted her first, as always. It wasn’t the nasty scent of forgotten, moldy toys that came from pawnshops or second-hand stores; no, this was sweeter, meatier, like fresh rubber.

Megan’s eyes automatically darted to the hygrometer in the corner, making sure that the room maintained a steady forty-five percent humidity. The thermometer beside it assured her that the room was still exactly sixty-seven degrees.

Only then did she step fully into the room and bask in her collection of Kewpie dolls.

The dolls all smiled at her, making her smile in return. As Kewpie dolls tended to look out of the corner of their eyes, she’d arranged many of them to stand sideways, so they’d be looking at her. They always seemed so wise to her, like they held secrets they only told each other.

She’d dreamed more than once that her dolls would fly around the room at night on their stubby little wings, dancing like the angels they were.

Father had always said Megan was his little Kewpie doll, with her dark eyes and chubby cheeks. He insisted that she was the best prize he’d ever won, sometimes calling her just “My Prize.” She hadn’t minded, not really, that he’d kept her all to himself all those years, especially since Mother had died shortly after Megan had been born so it was just the two of them.

She missed Father so much sometimes. It had been a little over a year since his death. She’d had to celebrate her sixtieth birthday all by herself. She felt as though there was so little left of her without him. She kept his bedroom just as it had been, frequently sprinkling a little of his aftershave on the bed so it would still smell like him when she laid on it.

Though Megan was far from young now, her cheeks no longer pudgy and pink, her dark eyes faded, she still wore the cute dresses that Father liked, the ones that matched her dolls, that were tight across her chest and flared out around her waist, ending just above her knee. She particularly liked the dresses made out of cotton with white backgrounds and tiny prints of butterflies, pumpkins, or even hearts.

When Megan was feeling particularly daring, she might, on a Sunday after church, when she was certain she wouldn’t see anyone she knew, use some mousse on her graying hair and make a little hair lick standing up in the center of her head, just like one of her dolls.

The dark green walls of the room set off the shelves nicely. The shelves themselves were “floating” shelves, so no ugly brackets marred her display. She knew she should draw the curtains and hide the shelves when she wasn’t there, thereby protecting the dolls from the soft light, but she couldn’t bear to hide them so.

Each doll sat or stood to her best advantage. The collection was arranged by age, with the oldest dolls from 1912 to her left, then continuing to her right, with the resurgence of Rose O’Neill’s drawings in the 1980s resulting in postcards and even stationary.

But no modern dolls, and in particular, none of those fake Japanese Kewpie dolls that had flooded the market in recent years.

Megan didn’t have a lot of time that night, so she turned to her left and walked directly to the originals section. Here, she had over four dozen bisque dolls manufactured in Germany, even two signed by the creator, Rose O’Neill, herself. Most of them were the smaller dolls, between one to six inches tall.

None of the dolls were brightly painted—Megan didn’t want a restored doll; she wanted them in their existing condition. She’d seen pictures of the more colorful museum dolls and thought it was a disgrace. The dolls should be allowed to age naturally, as she had.

When Megan had read about the auction taking place that night, she’d deliberately created a hole in her soldier section. The doll listed as part of the estate going up had a Kaiser helmet with a spike on the top of it and held a rifle in one hand.

Megan didn’t have one of those. She had dolls lying down and pointing rifles, dolls in plain caps with guns and holsters, even the German “policeman” doll. But this was the only German doll that had that particular helmet, in that particular pose.

The doll going up for sale didn’t have the heart-shaped sticker in the center of its chest, and it wasn’t signed. However, it would complete her German army collection. Once she bought it, she would have one of each type of soldier-themed dolls manufactured between 1912 and 1915.

Well, except for the twelve-inch dolls. Maybe some year, if she won the lottery, she’d have a spare twenty-thousand dollars and could afford to buy one of those.

The estate going up for auction that night had a single Kewpie doll in it. The original owner of the estate had collected all things military. She wasn’t interested in anything else on sale that night, especially not the antique guns and rifles. She had her own gun, one that Father had bought for her to protect herself, a small, ladylike, modern pistol that made a tack-tack-tack sound when she practiced shooting it.

Because there were so few dolls on sale tonight, she figured she wouldn’t have much competition in bidding, except for a couple of collectors who felt the need to bid on everything. According to her books on doll collecting, this particular Kewpie doll should go for only two or three hundred dollars.

She had no hope that the auction house wouldn’t have done their research. The bidding would start at a reasonable price, say, one fifty. Hopefully, she could keep the price low and still have money in her collection account when the bidding was over.

With a final wave to the rest of her collection (it would have been rude not to at least say goodbye), Megan turned and marched out the door, as if going to war herself.

She had to get that doll. She’d take it with her, up to Father’s bed that night, where she’d pleasure herself while it watched. She always swore the Kewpie dolls winked at her as she lay there afterward in a pleasant stupor.

She wouldn’t have to collect another doll for a while after that. But her need would grow, and nothing would make her happy until she’d found the next perfect doll for her collection. It was like Father’s passions, which had only struck now and again. He always bought her dolls afterward. That had been the start of her collection.

Good thing one was going on sale tonight.

∞

Megan hurried down the empty street. The auction was taking place in the warehouse district south of downtown Seattle. No one really lived down here. The few restaurants only served breakfast and lunch and were already closed. Brisk March winds whisked around her bare legs. She clutched her purse closer to her, glad her little pistol was tucked inside. The air smelled of the heavy trucks that rumbled by. 

The only thing that had gone right that night was that it wasn’t raining.

Megan had missed her first bus. Though the bus had been early, she still blamed no one but herself, as Father had taught her. She’d spent too much time with her collection, indulging herself.

Missing the first bus had made her miss her connection. According to the timetable printed on the side of the bus stop sign, with the next connection, she should still make it to the auction before it started.

However, she hadn’t counted on the second bus breaking down. It had lowered its front step for a passenger, then been unable to raise the step back up. Everyone had been told to get off the bus.

Another bus would come along eventually, but Megan would miss half the auction by the time it arrived. She didn’t have a smartphone—Father had always said those things made you dumb—so she couldn’t call one of those ride-share services (not that she’d trust any of them, or just blithely get into a stranger’s car). The cab company she called couldn’t get to her location for twenty minutes. It was faster to just walk.

So, Megan scurried along the sidewalk, tripping over the broken concrete. She wasn’t a runner, had never done anything so undignified as go jogging, so she quickly got out of breath.

If only she had Kewpie doll wings!

The auction had already started by the time Megan arrived at the auction house. Luckily, the nice young man at the entrance processed her quickly, giving her a paddle with the number 338 on it in exchange for her credit card information.

The auction room itself had the feeling of a theatre. A three-foot-high stage took up the front of the room. It was brightly lit, with many chairs stretched across the length of it displaying items from the estate, each with numbers that matched the catalog of things being sold.

The room itself smelled of stale clothes and cigarette smoke. Had the estate owner been a smoker? Hopefully, that wouldn’t affect the bisque doll. She’d just have to make sure that she cleaned it good when she got it home. Maybe even take a bath with it.

She shivered with excitement. A nice hot soak sounded lovely just then.

Megan quickly looked over the audience. Mostly men, as she had assumed, given the nature of the items available. No one sat in the chairs around the edges of the open space—everyone stood, holding their paddles.

Of course, the auctioneer wouldn’t go through the catalog in order. He had to create excitement, so he cherry-picked the items, pulling out some of the rarer pieces for people to bid on, following that with a more mundane piece.

Had the Kewpie doll already been sold? She had no way of knowing, not without asking someone. And she’d never be so forward as that, to ask a strange man about a doll. Father had warned her too often about the dangers of talking with strangers.

As the evening drew on, Megan found herself growing more and more tense. When would they bring out the Kewpie doll? It had to be the next item. Or the one after that. 

Maybe there were other doll collectors in the audience. Maybe the auctioneer was holding the doll until the very end, and there would be a frenzy of bidding.

When the auctioneer announced that the next item, a civil war rifle, was the last item of the night, Megan felt crushed. All the air flew out of the room. She struggled to breathe.

Someone else had bought the Kewpie doll. But who? How could she find out?

She was going to have to ask someone.

By the time the crazy bidding had finished on the civil war rifle, Megan had positioned herself close to the stage so she could talk with the auctioneer himself. 

She assured herself that he wasn’t really a stranger—she’d seen him before, working more than one auction. That didn’t really help how the bottom of her belly twisted and knotted with anxiety.

The auctioneer was a round man, trying to hide his bloated belly behind a black wool vest. His nasal voice cut through the casual chatter of the audience. Though he used a microphone, Megan would bet that he’d be able to bellow loud enough to be heard even over a raucous crowd.

She waited patiently while the auctioneer thanked everyone for attending and told them about the next auctions coming up. Finally, he was done.

“Excuse me, excuse me!” Megan said as loudly as she could, waving her arm to get the man’s attention.

“Well, howdy miss! What can I do you for?” the man asked. The nametag stuck to his breast pocket proclaimed him as Billy.

“I came in late,” Megan confessed. “So I missed the Kewpie doll. Can you tell me who got it?” Maybe she could offer a little more money than the collector had paid for it.

“You missed quite a show!” Billy said. He squatted down so he could talk more comfortably with her. “Bid on that little doll went up to six hundred and fifty dollars.”

“Really?” Megan said, surprised. “But how? Why?” That amount of money was completely unheard of for that figurine, particularly one that wasn’t signed.

“It was him,” Billy said quietly, nodding his head toward the man just behind Megan. “Announced a high amount first thing, so the bidding started at five hundred.”

Megan turned to see a tall Asian man chatting with one of the regulars at the auction house. He was dressed in a dark suit with a white shirt, with long, straight hair that brushed his shoulders and big, square glasses. 

She gasped in horror when she realized that he was a Japanese collector. He probably had an entire room full of those Japanese knockoffs of her beloved Kewpie dolls.

And he was going to stick her Kaiser helmet doll among them.

She had to get her doll away from him. She had so many plans for that doll! They were going to take a bath together. Go sleep on Father’s bed.

She’d never gone so far as to pleasure herself using one of her dolls, but she’d thought about it more than once.

No. No pleasure for her. Not until she got that doll.

Father would be disappointed in her if she didn’t.

∞

“Excuse me, excuse me!” Megan said as she hurried after the Japanese man. His long legs let him take long strides down the street. She’d been waiting for what felt like forever for him to finally leave the auction house after everyone else had gone.

“Yes?” he said, turning and stopping.

“Hi, my name is Rose,” Megan said. It would be wrong for her to give a stranger her real name to anyone who wasn’t family. Father had always insisted on that, so she frequently used the name Rose O’Neill, the creator of the Kewpies. “I came to the auction to bid on the Kewpie doll.”

The man stared intently at her as if he didn’t quite follow what she’d been saying.

“Doll? Kewpie doll?” Megan said.

“Ah! Yes. Kewpie,” he said, the familiar name sounding so foreign as he said it. “My prize,” he added proudly.

Megan nodded. Kewpie dolls had routinely been prizes at carnivals. All collectors called them, “My prize.” Father had even called her that.

“Can I...can I see it?” she asked. “I really wanted to at least be able to bid on it.” If she’d been there, she would have driven the bid even higher, up to one thousand dollars or more, and worried about how to pay for it later.

The Japanese man looked puzzled, but then he said, “Okay.”

It surprised her when he reached inside his jacket and pulled out the small doll. Why wasn’t he carrying it in a box? He could break the bisque so easily!

How dare he?

He didn’t deserve such a prize. Certainly not her prize.

In the dim streetlight, Megan examined the doll. She didn’t try to take it and hold it, not yet.

The original helmet would have been painted a bright blue. It had faded to a baby blue through age. The silver paint on the spike at the top of the helmet had chipped off. Only the rifle was still black and shiny. Though the Kewpie’s eyes were bright, and the smile the doll gave Megan was encouraging.

“Give me the doll,” Megan announced, her gun suddenly in her hand.

“You joking?” the man asked, looking startled. “For real? Like American gangster?”

“For real,” Megan said, though she was no gangster. Just a serious doll collector. Unlike him. She took a tiny step closer. “Give me the doll.”

The strangest expression crossed the man’s face. Was it anger? Contempt? Disgust? She wasn’t sure.

She was absolutely certain of his next word, though.

“No.”

The man moved his arm to the side, then opened his hand and dropped the doll on the hard concrete.

“NO!” Megan screamed.

But it was too late. The delicate sound of breaking pottery echoed through the quiet street.

“You...you monster!” Megan said. She focused on the man and put three bullets through his heart. Tack-tack-tack.

The man dropped to his knees, then toppled over, like a falling leaf.

Megan stooped down beside the ruins of the poor doll. Through some weird stroke of fate, while the body had shattered, the head was still intact, though a crack now ran up the left cheek.

“Oh, you poor, poor darling,” she said as she put down her gun and gently picked up the head of the Kewpie doll. “He was a bad man,” she confided in the doll. She clutched the head close to her chest and rocked back and forth. “Poor thing. Poor thing.”

No doll hospital in all the world would be able to put together the fragile bisque pieces scattered across the sidewalk. Too many of the shards had just turned to fine powder.

After what seemed like a timeless moment, Megan came back to herself. She found she was shivering with cold.

She had to get up. Get out of here. Go home.

But what was she going to do after that?

She looked over at the bad, bad man. He hadn’t moved. She sniffed. At least she’d taken care of him. His collection would be free of him. Maybe his dolls would all find better homes.

A cold wave of reality hit.

Megan had just killed a man. Her stomach churned, and bile burned the back of her throat.

What had she done?

She started panting. Her palms grew clammy, and she felt sweat form under her arms.

The police would come looking for her. She couldn’t deny that she’d been here. The auction house had recorded her information when she’d shown up. She’d talked with the auctioneer. The other regulars knew she was a doll collector.

What would happen to her Kewpies when the police came for her? They always got their man, or woman, at least on the TV shows.

They would take her collection away from her, then put her in a cheerless place with no dolls, no secret smiles to cheer her on, no stubby wings to fly away on.

No. She couldn’t let that happen either.

Megan rose to her feet, swaying with the wind. She glanced at the other body lying on the sidewalk. 

She’d leave him here. Let him be taken out with the trash.

Before she left, she deliberately placed the broken doll’s head on the man’s chest, a silent reminder of the real crime here.

∞

After Megan got home, despite how late it was, she spent the next two hours moving furniture into Father’s bedroom: the kitchen table and chairs, the end tables from the living room, her own reading chair and lamp table. She arranged all the furniture around the bed, staging it just so.

Then she took a long hot shower, getting herself squeaky clean. She put on one of her long-sleeved, old-fashioned, white cotton nightgowns, the ones that Father had liked so much.

One by one, she brought her dolls out of the collection room and upstairs to the bedroom, loving them, talking to them, petting and caressing each one before she placed it on the furniture arranged like impromptu shelves around Father’s bed.

She didn’t keep the dolls grouped together by date of manufacture, however. Though she loved all her dolls, she loved some more than others. She kept the more beloved ones closest to the bed, in the front row, and let the others sit further back.

The very last doll she gathered up from her collection room was the very first doll she’d ever received, the plastic doll her grandmother had given to her when she’d been just a baby. She dressed the doll in a white cotton nightgown that matched hers, then cuddled the doll close against her chest as she walked back to the bathroom.

Several bottles of sleeping pills lined the first shelf of the medicine cabinet. Megan had gotten the prescription just after Father had died when she’d found she could no longer sleep. She rarely took the pills anymore, but she kept refilling the prescription anyway.

She knew she’d never be able to sleep now, not after what she’d done. So she took one pill.

One pill became two.

Then three.

Then, eventually, the whole bottle, followed by half of a second bottle.

By the time she was finished, her stomach was full, and the room was spinning. Megan held the doll’s hands in her own and danced down the hallway, turning from side to side because she already felt dizzy.

Then she laid down on Father’s bed, smelling his aftershave, feeling him close by. She could almost hear him calling her. “My prize.”

All her dolls looked on her with kind eyes, giving her their best secret smiles, her angels watching over her as she dreamed her final dreams.

––––––––
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Stephen Couch

––––––––
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I am sure you’ve heard about how you can boil a live frog to its death without having to even add a lid to the pot. 

The premise is if you try to drop a frog into a pot of boiling water, it’ll clearly sense the pain that indicates immediate danger, and it will try to escape. But suppose you place the frog in a pot of room temperature water and slowly raise the temperature to a boil. In that case, the frog won’t realize what’s happening – and thus won’t leap out of the water. The slow and almost imperceptible change in temperature lures it to a complacency that can be deadly.

This brilliant tale by Stephen Couch illustrates how a deeply rooted passion can become such an obsession that recognizing the boiling water surrounding you is simply not possible.

Sometimes we can become so focused on something, on an end goal, on a desire for something to work that we leave no stone unturned in order to get there. And sometimes we don’t realize how much we have given, how much we have invested, or how much we have lost until it is too late.

It happens to gamblers, who continually up their bids with the idea that they only need to win that one big hand to make back all of the previous losses. It happens in relationships, where minor affronts are overlooked to the long-term emotional detriment of a person constantly undermined or abused.

As Stephen explores in this story, and as I’m intimately familiar with in the book world, it happens to authors and to publishers. Particularly those who toil and invest an unending commitment of blood, sweat, and tears into making their publication happen or keeping that dream alive.

I remember the editor of a small press anthology explaining that his work on a World Fantasy Award-winning series was mostly “a labor of love.” At the time, I understood it to be a comment on his passion but neglected to understand the subtle unsaid part of that statement. It was about love because it certainly wasn’t about the money. Particularly not if you considered the time, the personal expenditures often invested in that project.

I didn’t understand what he meant until I had my own experience heading up a small press quarterly magazine, and then, later, worked on editing different anthologies.

When asked about this story, the author says that it was born of three parents.

“My love of horror movie hosts,” he says. “My brief involvement with the early-Nineties ‘zine scene, and my tendency to obsess over pop-culture minutiae no one else cares about.”

The tale conjures up a wonderful nostalgia for those local cable-television shows that so many of us clung to and obsessed over. But it also illustrates the interesting way that, when one becomes consumed with a single passion, such as honoring a respected dead celebrity, they can ignore so many other important or poignant moments in their life. 

Stephen Couch is a computer programmer, an occasional cover band vocalist, and a lifelong Texan. His fiction has appeared in such venues as ‘Cemetery Dance,’ ‘Space & Time,’ and ‘The Best of Talebones.’ You can visit him online and poke him with virtual sticks at www.stephencouch.wordpress.com.

But the ink on the aforementioned ‘zine is now dry, so let’s follow Stephen as he prompts us to turn the pages of this curious exploration of a man driven to give a local celebrity the acclaim and legacy that he feels his hero deserves.
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My babysitter died yesterday.

I hadn't thought much about him over the last several years. Not about him, his deep voice and piercing eyes, his long black cape, his haunted castle, nor the vintage horror movies he broadcast.

But there in the paper yesterday was the obituary that brought it all rushing back:

THURSTON 'GHOULMASTER' CROFT, LOCAL CELEBRITY, DEAD AT 91.

I cut the obit out of the paper, but I didn't know why. I carried it around my little efficiency apartment, reading it over and over, those three paltry paragraphs, pacing from living room to kitchenette to bathroom and back again.

I hung it on the refrigerator with a pizza-delivery magnet, reading it once more.

Three paragraphs didn't feel right. Local celeb. Retired fifteen years ago. No surviving family. Preceded in death by his wife, Bessie.

Ninety-nine words to sum up ninety-one years.

I folded up the clipping and put it in my wallet.

I didn't know why I did that, either.

∞

When I was a kid, my mother worked late hours, or she claimed to. I would catch the bus home from school, let myself into our apartment, fix an afternoon snack, and flip on the TV just in time to catch the Ghoulmaster every afternoon at four. Plopped down in front of the tube with my PB&J and a glass of chocolate milk, I would hum the show's theme song – Toccata and Fugue in D Minor – as animated lightning flashes burst around a photo-negative shot of a castle. Red, dripping letters appeared on-screen: GHOULMASTER'S SPOOKY MOVIES!

And then the man himself swept into the frame as the image dissolved to a shot of his laboratory. The place was tricked out exactly like you'd imagine: stone walls draped with cobwebs; smoking beakers and test tubes; electrical arcs eternally climbing a Jacob's ladder.

The Ghoulmaster held his cape over his nose and mouth, his greasepaint-rimmed eyes holding the camera and the viewers with a laser stare.

He winked, dropped his cape, and grinned. "Hello, Ghoulkids," he boomed, raising his arms to encompass everyone watching. "Who's ready for the shock of a lifetime?"

Sometimes my mother would be home by the time the Ghoulmaster signed off, but not often. I would do my homework without being told. I'd make myself supper as best I could, having been forbidden to use the stove.

I'd brush my teeth, get in my jammies, and tuck myself in. Those nights, when my mother came in after midnight, stinking of booze, I'd pretend to be asleep when she meandered into my room and kissed my forehead.

I'd keep pretending to sleep long after.

∞

I pulled that obituary out of my wallet and re-read it countless times. Folding and unfolding the newsprint so much creased and obliterated several lines of text. But I knew the whole thing by heart before then, all ninety-nine words.

Every read-through gave me a pang, and I wondered if anyone else in the city felt like I did about the Ghoulmaster passing beyond the veil into Bad Movie Purgatory.

No. Of course there wasn't such a thing as Bad Movie Purgatory. There wasn't anything; there wasn't even a veil to pass through. There was only suffering. You rotted away in a nursing home, dementia and cirrhosis eroding you down to nothing.

I shook my head and realized with a sick jolt that I'd crushed the obituary clipping in my fist, wadding it into a crumpled little ball.

I jumped to my feet, ran to the kitchenette, and spread the clipping out on the hard Formica counter, smoothing it as best I could, almost like I was doing CPR.

The paper tore neatly along one of those gauze-thin crease lines, and the feeling of sickening shock opened up into a chasm in my guts. Worse, the ink had begun to rub off on my fingers, leaving much of the text an illegible smear.

I panicked, hands frozen in claws over the ripped, ruined clipping, and began reciting the obituary from memory, over and over, fearful I'd forget it.

"No viewing or service will be held," I muttered, heart pounding. I reached the end and started again, looping back to 'no viewing or service will be held' in double time.

And how unfair was that? How many people would have liked to have seen him one last time, to pay their respects? I wrote him several times as a kid, but I couldn't imagine how many illiterate 'i liek your show mr goolmaster' messages he got in a week. Or a month, or a year? No, I wanted to tell him as an adult what he meant to me.

I wanted to tell him how he saved my life.

Even as I cycled back to saying 'local celebrity dead at 91,' I knew I'd forget it in time. It would fade with the next time I slept. I had to do something about it.

I left the tatters of the clipping where I'd killed it and switched on the computer. As soon as I got the word processor running, I transcribed the obituary, saving two copies in different locations.

As I stared at those three small paragraphs, blocky and formal in their Courier New, I thought again about all those people who wouldn't have a chance to say goodbye. Maybe they'd like to talk about the Ghoulmaster and what he
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