
[image: Cover: Why I Love Horror: Essays on Horror Literature, Edited by Becky Siegel Spratford. “A love letter to horror that fans of the macabre and the dark should devour.” —Silvia Moreno-Gorcia.]




Praise for Why I Love Horror


“Spratford, well-known in the library world as a horror expert, has gathered the most important voices in the genre today… The results are illuminating, moving, and inspiring.”

—Booklist, starred review

“A wonderful autopsy of both the horror genre and the current batch of hell-scribblers and fear-junkies who are guiding it.”

—Chuck Wendig, bestselling author of The Book of Accidents

“One of the genre’s true tastemakers, Becky Spratford has gathered in this book of essays the perfect rogues’ gallery to address the question all horror lovers are asked—‘Why horror?’ Horror’s top stars and brightest lights dig into the question with passion, insight, and profound empathy, all of which are genre hallmarks perhaps even more vital than terror, evil, and gore.”

—Christopher Golden, New York Times bestselling author of Road of Bones and The House of Last Resort

“The essays collected here are probing, insightful, and deeply intimate. There’s a quivering, bloody heart rooted at the center of this book and shared by all those who partake in the sacred communion of fear. A truly remarkable achievement.”

—Eric LaRocca, author of Things Have Gotten Worse Since We Last Spoke

“A joyfully effusive love letter to the genre. If you’ve ever needed a reason to dip your toes into horror or wondered why it has so many aficionados, this beautifully curated book presents a multiplicity of reasons.”

—Cassandra Khaw, author of Nothing But Blackened Teeth

“You can call this book a ‘love letter’ because of the powerful affection thrumming through it, but rarely has a love letter also been so instructive and insightful. To borrow a phrase from Becky Spratford herself, this book is a must-own for all libraries—and that includes personal ones.”

—Nat Cassidy, author of When the Wolf Comes Home and Mary

“Becky Spratford is your favorite horror author’s favorite librarian.”

—Jenny Kiefer, author of This Wretched Valley and Crafting for Sinners

“With the world crashing down around us, horror is more relevant than ever, and Why I Love Horror explores just why the stories that terrify us matter so much. A true love letter to the genre, this is one book you don’t want to miss.”

—Gwendolyn Kiste, three-time Bram Stoker Award winner and author of The Haunting of Velkwood and Reluctant Immortals

“Like a cozy campfire surrounded by the genre’s finest voices, Why I Love Horror invites us to sit close and listen to the tales behind the tales. Addictive!”

—Yigit Turhan, author of Their Monstrous Hearts

“Why I Love Horror reveals the heart and soul of literature’s most misunderstood genre, showcasing its power to stir, heal, and connect its readers.”

—Wendy N. Wagner, author of Girl in the Creek

“This collection is a must-have for any reader of the authors included and for anyone curious about what inspires creators of horror literature in general.”

—Linda D. Addison, award-winning author, HWA Lifetime Achievement Award recipient, and SFPA Grand Master

“Expertly curated as only Spratford could do, this anthology shows the joy and comfort that horror readers find in this genre, and the beauty they find in the darkness. It will make you feel seen, and warm the cold corners of your black little heart.”

—Mallory O’Meara, bestselling author of The Lady from the Black Lagoon

“A macabre treasure trove. A blood-soaked bacchanalia. A riotous celebration of horror from some of the best and brightest voices in the genre today.”

—Jonathan Janz, author of Veil and Marla
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Introduction

Welcome, fellow readers of the dark and deliciously disturbing.

Horror isn’t just a genre, it’s a calling. A secret handshake in the dark. You made a deal at some point to embark on a journey few are brave enough to accept. You have arrived at this way station at the precise moment in time determined by this calling. You have traveled down a twisting, treacherous path, all its dangers and pitfalls known only to you. You have mapped your way through shadowy hallways, haunted forests, and menacing alleyways. You enjoyed walking through graveyards, picking your way through the tombstones with only a flashlight to light the way. You jumped at the chance to explore haunted houses, ghostly shipwrecks, and uncharted waters. All these adventures, experienced in the palm of your hand, escalating with every turn of the page. And now you’re here.

Welcome to this gathering of voices—a kaleidoscope of perspectives from some of the finest writers in the realm of horror. A collection of essays penned by masters of the macabre, revealing their unique path that has led them here, to this way station; a place designed for you to rest from the calling of your stack of unread horror books and enjoy this time of refreshment and unity.

These authors, whose imaginations have spawned tales that haunt and thrill, offer you a glimpse into their deeply personal journey with horror. They have been summoned to give an account by the horror librarian Becky Siegel Spratford, the genre’s most capable and steadfast champion—and my mentor.

This is where I get to brag about my friend. When I first started reviewing horror for various platforms, Becky saw me and took me under her wing; she wasn’t the first librarian to notice my enthusiasm for reading but definitely the one who has poured the most into me. In the tradition of all superheroes who don’t wear capes who have gone before her, Becky advocates for the underdog genre, horror. I don’t know what horror did to deserve such a mighty voice (this book will surely tell you), but we got her, and she works tirelessly day in and day out to shine a bright light on these dark books. It’s because of her example I learned how to put the right book in the right reader’s hands.

Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Sadie Hartmann, but you might know me better as Mother Horror on social media. I am the author of the Bram Stoker Award–winning guide 101 Horror Books to Read Before You’re Murdered and the newly released Feral and Hysterical: Mother Horror’s Ultimate Reading Guide to Dark and Disturbing Fiction by Women.

At the beginning of my individual genre adventure, I was a gawky, insecure, scrawny girl with a funky sense of style and ratty, unbrushed hair. A loner maybe seen with a few friends from time to time, but basically, I was what was commonly known as a “geek” or “dork.” An outsider who felt safer eating her lunch in the classroom, reading books, than outside on the playground.

Nobody would know by looking at me (in my mismatched, out-of-date clothes, on my hot-pink Barbie bike with a banana seat and plastic tassels on the handlebars) that I had great taste in music and even better taste in horror books. But one day they would.

Horror has always felt like the language my soul speaks when no one else is listening. Horror understands what it means to carry fear in your bones—not as something to be embarrassed about, but as something that shapes you into who you really are. For someone timid, for someone who knows the weight of fear day in and day out, horror offers an unexpected refuge. It’s a space where fear isn’t a failing or something to overcome, but a tool to unlock pieces of myself I’ve hidden away. Fear is the essential ingredient for a whole genre of books. It’s acknowledged, honored, and even celebrated. Horror takes all my restless anxieties—the ones that simmer just beneath the surface—and gives them form. It allows me to face them on my terms, in the safety of a story. Horror is empowering for someone like me. I can step into the fire willingly, feeling the heat, the danger, but knowing that it’s contained. A story can push me to the brink and pull me back. I witness characters enduring horrors far worse than my own struggles and trials.

If they can do this, so can you.

I think I love it because horror doesn’t flinch. It doesn’t lie or sugarcoat or wrap the world in pretty packaging. It acknowledges the cracks in the veneer. It holds up a mirror to expose the messy, vulnerable parts we’d rather ignore. And in that, I’ve always felt seen. But a love of horror can also be shared.

Long before words on paper, our ancestors shared stories and songs by firelight, warning of prowling beasts, restless spirits, and the terrors that lie just beyond the circle of light. Horror has always been a way to name the unnamable and confront the things that frighten us together, as a community. I love to imagine what the world’s first horror story was about and how it might have been told. The wild hand gestures and eyes with all the white showing. The people who heard the story went back to where they laid their heads at night and thought about the horrors they heard. They barely slept a wink that night, and they woke up and couldn’t wait to tell someone about the nightmares threatening their peace of mind. I love that sometimes horror demands to be shared. It’s a wild and untamed thing that grows restless if we bottle it up and keep it inside. It threatens to come spilling out of our mouths. Our bodies betray us with our hairs standing on end or our jaws dropped open or our hands shaking. We must tell.

For me, a compulsion to absorb horror, but for others, a compulsion to create. For some, writing is an act of catharsis to process personal fears and traumas. For others, it is an artistic rebellion, a means to disrupt comfort and challenge societal norms. In these essays, you will find confessions of childhood terrors, reflections on the nature of fear, and explorations of the dark beauty that horror holds. You will also see how diverse this genre can be.

You will see yourself in these horror origin stories.

As you turn the pages, I invite you to meet these authors for the first time as they step out from behind their fictional stories to offer you their own story. Where they have been and how they got here.

Each essay is introduced with a brief note from Becky, offering context and a nudge toward some of the authors’ works you might explore afterward. You’ll also witness Becky’s greatest gift, her ability to connect readers with read-alikes and comps: If you like that author’s work, consider reading this author. It’s a special skill honed over many years of reading, reviewing, and advocating horror. It’s her wheelhouse, her craft.

She is your librarian in this library of nightmares, here to guide you through the labyrinth and remind you that the darkest paths might lead to the greatest wisdom. I’m excited about the little nuggets of truth you’ll mine from this collection and bring with you on the rest of your journey.

So, whether you are a lifelong devotee of horror or a curious newcomer, I welcome you to lay your bags down at this way station and stay awhile. May these essays deepen your appreciation for the genre and illuminate the power of stories to scare, surprise, and sustain us. Let’s love the dark even more—not for its own sake, but for the way it requires us to turn on a light to help us see ourselves and each other.

Sadie Hartmann





Why Ask Why

By Becky Siegel Spratford



    “Why” may be the most loaded word in the English language. Why? Because “why” requires an explanation. “Why” is a word of discovery. “Why” is how, as children, we make sense of the world around us. “Why,” quite simply, is the key to understanding.

“Why” is also the word to which I have dedicated my entire professional life.

Since the turn of this century I have been a professional book recommender in the field of Readers’ Advisory. The crux of this work is matching books with readers through the local public library. And my best tool to not only do this work but also become America’s best-known and most trusted practitioner of it is found in that three-letter word, “why.” More specifically, figuring out why a reader likes a book and then finding them one with similar traits.

How did I get from the library world to you here in this book, though? For that we need to back up a bit. I began the 2000s finishing up my master’s degree in library and information science and cocreating an entire department at the Berwyn (IL) Public Library dedicated to the work of matching readers with their next great read. Beginning in 2004, I returned to my postgraduate alma mater to co-teach the course on Readers’ Advisory. As I became the go-to person to train new Readers’ Advisory librarians, I eventually left the library proper to become a full-time trainer of library workers all over the world. My focus? Reminding them to center why someone likes a book, not what happens.

I encourage library workers to spontaneously share the books they are enjoying with their patrons. And how does this happen? With “why.” I call them conversation starters, but they are really just an excuse to get to “why.” For example, I instruct library workers to ask their readers questions like “What is a book you recommend to everyone you know?” and then see what happens. I often encourage the library workers to go first, to show their patrons what they mean by the question, to model the behavior they want to see. So, if this were me working in a library, after asking the question I would say, “For me that book would be The Only Good Indians by Stephen Graham Jones, because it is horror, yes, but it is also a heartbreakingly beautiful, lyrical novel about the long history of injustice embedded into our American identity; a tale that begins with revenge and ends with not just survival but hope. What about you? What book do you love to recommend to your friends and family?”

When we ask our readers to share their “why”—more specifically, when we start with questions that demand that “why”—we learn so much more than by just asking questions such as “What is a book you really like?” This direct question is hard to answer for any reader. Also, please notice that my example tells you nothing about the plot of this award-winning novel; it is focused on why I recommend this book. When we encourage conversations that require an explanation, we help readers make sense of what they enjoy reading, which leads us to help them discover more.

And in my case, that “more” leans heavily on horror, because concurrent with the years I spent doing my Readers’ Advisory work, I also became the library world’s horror expert, most notably through the three textbooks I have written, the most recent of which is The Readers’ Advisory Guide to Horror (3rd ed., ALA Editions, 2021). These books set out to teach library workers how not to be afraid of horror and its readers. One of my refrains in those books is “Your horror readers are not monsters; they just like to read about them.” And how do I do that? You guessed it, I double down on “why.” I have chapters on the “appeal” of horror, which is just library lingo for explaining why people like a book. It is based on how the story is told—its pacing, storyline, characterization, frame, tone/mood, language, and style. I walk them through why some readers enjoy being scared by what they read, why they like to feel the fear as it comes off the page and into their bodies. I give them examples of authors and books—dozens and dozens—with annotations that explain why someone would want to read that book. These books are a guide to the genre through the eyes of those who crave it most: its readers.

In 2015, I also began reviewing horror for Booklist and Library Journal, two of the premier trade journals for book reviews. As a reviewer, I have been given access to horror books before they come out over the last ten-plus years, years coincidentally concurrent with a horror renaissance. I have been among the first people to read—and praise—many books that have become both bestsellers and award winners, from the aforementioned The Only Good Indians by Stephen Graham Jones to Cabin at the End of the World by Paul Tremblay to The Devil Takes You Home by Gabino Iglesias to The Reformatory by Tananarive Due, just to name a few. I have been privy to this explosion in great works of horror, stories that are great literature regardless of their genre classification, works that inspire much joy, even as they consciously invoke fear. But I am not just a bystander. I have used my place as a horror expert and critic to get the word out to others, to bring even more readers into the horror fold.

This book is a direct result of that goal. It all began back in 2017. I was in between the second and third editions of my library textbooks and two full years into reviewing horror. I existed in a unique space, with both a thousand-foot view of horror and as someone deep in its trenches. I wanted to use that position to help more library workers connect with more horror readers. I wanted to do something new, something no one had ever done before, something that would be not only immediately useful as a resource but also something that could stand on its own, reflecting the joy, peace, and satisfaction horror readers get from their favorite genre. Of course, I turned to “why” for help as I began a series of invite-only blog posts. I reached out to authors whose work I had encountered in my role as a reviewer and asked them to write a guest post for my library worker training blog, to run during October, the month when the most eyes are on horror. I gave them no further direction than this prompt: “Write me 1,500 words or less on the topic of ‘Why I Love Horror.’ ”

The goal of these posts was for the authors to share their love of horror both as a fan and as a writer. With these posts, I was introducing library workers to new authors and their fiction, but also to their narrative voice. At the same time, I was providing more examples of why certain readers are drawn to horror; those readers just happened to also be its creators. What began as a casual, small project has turned into a much-heralded series with dozens of entries. Authors eagerly await my invitation each summer, and library workers celebrate the access I have given them directly into the minds of authors. It has become an annual horror lovefest, with readers from hard-core genre fans to those who are too scared to pick up a horror book for themselves all taking part. However, while I have loved helping library workers discover why so many readers love horror, I wanted to bring even more people on this journey with me. Once again, “why” was the place where I knew to start.

In this book I have asked eighteen of the top horror authors of this current moment to write an essay letting all of you know why they love horror and explain why they have made it their life’s work. The results are as diverse and engaging as the fiction these authors produce. I promise you, whether you are a hard-core horror fan or just someone who is intrigued by its current surge in mainstream popularity or even a big ole scaredy-cat, there is something in this book for you. These authors are some of the top practitioners of unease, discomfort, and terror. They have honed their craft, making up stories that feel so real that the fear jumps off the page and into readers’ bodies, leaving them unsettled, tense, and anxious—and loving every second of it. And by asking these authors to articulate why they do this in essays, one after another, together we all come to understand why.

I am eternally grateful to everyone in this anthology. They all took the assignment very seriously, sharing personal stories and deepest, darkest fears. No one paid lip service to the question; rather, they dove deep to the core of their connection to horror as a genre and an emotion. They trusted me with those raw emotions, some of which they have never before shared in public. They trusted me because I am a professional at asking why. They trusted me because I understand horror in a way few others do. And they trusted me because they knew I had proven over many years that I am the perfect tour guide for this terrifying journey.

And now it is your turn. Come along. Take my hand, as I lead you through the minds of today’s best horror authors. With monsters both real and imagined, serious trauma, train rides, multiple fractured skulls, a menu that includes light yogurt and chicken nuggets—there is something here for everyone if you dare to follow me.

I will walk you through, whether you choose to read this book cover to cover or skip around to find your favorite authors first. No matter which path you choose, I offer my expertise to light your way. Prior to each essay, I introduce the author and frame their essay for you, including how it fits into the book as whole, and I give you a “start with” title for each author, so those who are new to their work know where to begin, as well as recommending an author for you to try if you already like the author in question, therefore helping those who are fans discover new voices as well. And there are no repeats, meaning eighteen authors quickly become thirty-six.

I have learned so much by asking why—about readers, writers, and myself. It has brought me some of my greatest joy as a Readers’ Advisory librarian and as a reader. Let us begin. Let’s dare to explore why we all love horror, together.




Brian Keene’s Giant-Size Man-Thing

By Brian Keene



Brian Keene is a legend. This book was always going to begin with him, because today’s horror renaissance stands on the foundation he has built for all who have come after him. Not only is Keene widely credited with kicking off the twenty-first-century horror boom with his seminal zombie novel The Rising, but he has taken it upon himself to be the genre’s Batman, fighting for good, mentoring young writers, and sharing horror’s history, like in the critically acclaimed End of the Road. He is also a damn good writer of thoughtful pulp horror featuring fully realized, mostly blue-collar characters, not to mention that his description of the dismemberment of bodies is unparalleled.

In the essay below, Keene takes readers back to the 1970s and lets them peer into the brain of “little Brian” as he comes to terms with the real horrors in the world, recounts how a certain comic book character got its horror hooks into him, and explains why, for this master of terror, horror remains his best coping mechanism.

Readers new to Brian Keene should start with The Complex. For those who want to try a similar author, I suggest Christopher Golden.



In the early 1970s, I was a young kid in rural central Pennsylvania. Although I didn’t know it at the time, America was going through one hell of an existential crisis. Over the previous decade, our country had nearly torn itself apart over the Vietnam War, Watergate, the Kent State shootings, and the cold-blooded assassination of such figures as Martin Luther King Jr., the Kennedy brothers, and Malcolm X. There were numerous more horrors visited upon us in that time, but to list them all here is to get off into the weeds, and besides, this book isn’t about “Why I Love Real-Life Horrors.” It’s about “Why I Love Horror” as a genre. Suffice to say, as a country, we’d just come perilously close to collapsing, and the divisions revealed in the aftermath of that social, moral, and political upheaval were like great, deep fissures, still belching smoke and hellfire if you stood too close to them.

To this day, I don’t think there has been a complete examination of the toll that era had on our collective and individual psyches, but as an adult, and with the benefit of the wisdom that hindsight offers, I can see the impact it had on my parents, the parents of my friends, and the other adults in town. Be it the complete and wanton surrender to drugs, alcohol, or desperately casual sex, or the quiet but no less demoralizing withdrawal into depression, anxiety, or full-blown PTSD, the adults weren’t all right. Maybe the kids were all right back in 1966, when the Who released a song proclaiming such, but by 1976, those same kids were grown up and fucked up.

Horror as a genre has always reflected our times. It’s a mirror darkly, to be sure, but it always gets things right. When you consider what the genre was reflecting back to us at the time—the early novels of folks like Stephen King and James Herbert; films like The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, The Exorcist, and Eaten Alive—that mirror was obsidian.

My friends and I wandered this American wasteland as half-feral children, roaming unsupervised as far as our bikes could take us, consuming media and substances completely inappropriate for our age, and having a grand old time. Some of my friends had horrible home lives. I knew kids who were abused physically, some who were abused mentally and emotionally, and at least one who was abused sexually. We didn’t talk about it back then. We lacked the maturity or verbal skills to do so. But we were aware. We’d all heard Charlie Rich’s 1973 hit “Behind Closed Doors,” because radio stations were still playing it in 1976, but while the song itself is about sex, we knew there were all sorts of other things that went on behind closed doors. Things we didn’t discuss, but things that cast a shadow over everything, regardless.

My home life wasn’t nearly as bad as many of the other kids’. Sure, corporal punishment was still very much a thing in our home (I got hit by an assortment of belts, wooden spoons, and—my least favorite—a flyswatter with a wire handle), but my parents weren’t abusive. They both did the best they could, and I wasn’t exactly a model youth of purity and dignity. Mostly, my parents were struggling with things bigger than my childhood mind could comprehend: my father’s time in Vietnam and on riot duty when he returned home, the death of my mother’s brother just a few years before, an economic recession and gas crisis, and other stuff. As a result of all that, they could be distant at times. As an adult, I know what my friends were trying to stay away from behind their closed doors. I suspect that, for me, it was that distance I was trying to avoid.

Or perhaps I was trying to fill a void.

And the way I did that was through comic books. I loved comic books. Any money I made went right toward buying comics. Any free moment I had, I was reading comic books. On the school bus. While fishing. In all the various clubhouses and forts we built over the years. Under the covers at night with a flashlight, long after I was supposed to be asleep. On long car rides during family trips. On vacation. In church. My sources were many and varied. Once a week, I rode my bike into town and bought brand-new comics at the local newsstand for thirty-five to fifty cents each. On Sundays, I’d ride my bike to the flea market in another nearby town and buy older comics at a price of five for one dollar. Whenever we’d go on family trips, which were always either to visit kin in West Virginia or to spend a week on the beach at Ocean City, Maryland, I’d hit up 7-Eleven and Stuckey’s, often because they used a different distributor from my local newsstand’s and thus had comics I normally couldn’t find. I read anything I could get my hands on: superhero titles such as Captain America and the Falcon, Batman, The Amazing Spider-Man, The Incredible Hulk, Super-Villain Team-Up, Superman, Iron Man, Marvel Two-in-One, Marvel Team-Up, The Phantom, Justice League, and The Defenders; funny books like Beetle Bailey, Sad Sack, Bugs Bunny, Mad, Cracked, Crazy, and the seemingly never-ending variety of Archie titles; educational comics like Classics Illustrated and Marvel’s knockoff of the same concept; freebies Radio Shack used to hand out about subjects like electronics and rocketry; westerns like Billy the Kid and Jonah Hex; war comics such as Sgt. Rock, Battle Action, and Sgt. Fury and His Howling Commandos; science fiction and fantasy titles like Kamandi: The Last Boy on Earth, Conan the Barbarian, Tarzan, Dagar the Invincible, and Turok: Son of Stone; media franchises like Planet of the Apes, The Twilight Zone, Star Wars, Welcome Back, Kotter, and 2001: A Space Odyssey; and horror comics. So. Many. Horror. Comics. Stuff like Weird War Tales, Weird Western Tales, House of Secrets, House of Mystery, The Witching Hour, Chamber of Chills, Creatures on the Loose, Werewolf by Night, Monsters Unleashed, and, of course, the swamp creatures: DC’s Swamp Thing and Marvel’s The Man-Thing.

The Man-Thing is the earliest example of why I love horror, in that it was two of his comic appearances that made me fall in love with the genre, resulting in me not only becoming a lifelong fan of horror, but being blessed enough to make my living from it as well.

My introduction to the character occurred when I was in fourth grade. I spent the night at another kid’s house, and after his parents had fallen asleep, we stayed up super late, reading (by flashlight) his stack of comic books and a few Hustler magazines he’d pilfered from his father’s dresser drawer. The only thing I remember about the latter is my surprise that they had cartoons and comics in between the pictures of very naked women, and that seeing those pictures of very naked women simultaneously excited me and filled me with a certainty that I would surely burn in Hell. But while I may have only the vaguest recollections regarding those Hustler mags, I can remember every single vivid detail about those two Man-Thing comics I read that night.

The first one off the pile was issue 12 of Fear, written by Steve Gerber with art by Jim Starlin and inks by Rich Buckler. I recognized Gerber’s name right away. At the time, he was the writer of my favorite comic series, The Defenders. Earlier that year, I’d read issue 33 of The Defenders and had just been utterly blown away by the entire thing. When I started to read it again, I noticed the creator credit box and saw that it had been written by Steve Gerber and drawn by Sal Buscema, and it had clicked in my mind that these were jobs one could have as an adult. You could make a living not by farming or working in the paper mill like my dad and his friends, but by making up stories. I’d read enough comics in the months since to know that Gerber was my favorite writer. Given my age, I didn’t recognize those latter two names. Jim Starlin would go on to become comic book royalty, celebrated for his run on Captain Marvel, the creation of Thanos and the eventual miniseries The Infinity Gauntlet, and many other career highlights. And Rich Buckler was a name I’d come to later revere almost as much as Gerber’s. He cocreated one of my favorite Defenders characters, Devil-Slayer, which, decades later, was the first character I ever wrote for Marvel.

But little Brian didn’t know any of that. Little Brian didn’t know that he, too, would one day write for these same companies, or that, upon the publication of his first novel, he’d exchange correspondence with Steve Gerber himself. He just knew that he liked comics, and he liked Gerber’s comics in particular, and this one had a cool-looking monster on the cover.

The story itself tells the plight of Mark Jackson, one of the few Black people living in Topequa, Florida. He’s the victim of a racially motivated crime and is being pursued by a corrupt and racist white sheriff. The two characters cross paths with the Man-Thing, who was once Ted Sallis, a scientist attempting to re-create the formula that gave Captain America his powers. Now, Sallis is a moss-encrusted mockery of a man—a monster comprised of mud and slime and roots, a shambling and mindless creature with an empathic nature. The Man-Thing is drawn to emotions, particularly negative emotions like the hatred and animosity that Mark and the sheriff feel toward each other. But there’s one emotion that causes the Man-Thing insufferable pain:

Fear.

And whatever knows fear burns at the Man-Thing’s touch.

In the time it took me to read that comic, I’d had my first lesson in racism (both institutionalized and blatant) and my first indication that, unlike what my teachers and parents were telling me, not all authority figures were good people. Indeed, some of them were monsters. Because make no mistake about it: that issue of Fear may have starred a monster in the character of the Man-Thing, but it was the sheriff who was the real monster.

Then I grabbed the next comic off my friend’s stack—the amusingly titled Giant-Size Man-Thing, issue 4. (The term “Giant-Size” referred to the page count, which was sixty-eight rather than the normal twenty-four, and Marvel published many of these editions. But Giant-Size Spider-Man and Giant-Size Conan didn’t elicit giggles the way Giant-Size Man-Thing did.)

My laughter dried up after reading the first page. In those first few caption boxes, Gerber (aided by a wondrously sinister splash page by Ed Hannigan and Ron Wilson) tells us that, quote: “It is just past noon, but the sky over the Everglades is midnight black and indigo, laced with silvery streaks of lightning. A savage wind rips through the leafy canopy that shrouds the swamp in shadow, and the macabre Man-Thing peers upward through the torn curtain at nature’s fury.”

Some shit was about to go down.

And boy, did it ever.

Giant-Size Man-Thing, issue 4, tells the story of a kid named Edmond Winshed, a social outcast who’d been bullied or ignored by almost everyone in his life. His parents. His grandmother. His classmates. His high school gym teacher. Indeed, the latter pushed and berated Edmond into running laps to the point that the young man collapsed of a heart attack. At Edmond’s funeral, it is revealed that one of his few friends, a girl named Alice Rimes, has possession of his journal, which details the transgressions of his abusers. Alice intends to publish the journal in the school paper. Before she can, the adults conspire to kidnap her. They string her up in the school gym, threatening to torture her if she doesn’t reveal the journal’s location. You see, these are all good people about town. Edmond’s revelations from beyond the grave would destroy their standing. Before Alice can be harmed or probably killed, the Man-Thing shows up, possibly guided by Edmond’s restless spirit, and he tears through these monsters. Now, remember, whatever knows fear burns at the Man-Thing’s touch, and these adults are very afraid. He burns shut the mouth of Edmond’s mother, who never spoke up in her son’s defense. He breaks the back of Edmond’s father, a man who was always metaphorically on his son’s back. And the coach? That heartless, belligerent bully of a coach? The Man-Thing drags him out onto the track and proceeds to burn right through his chest, searing through layers of flesh and muscle and bone, until he ultimately chars the man’s heart in two.

That was the moment I fell in love with horror.

The Man-Thing was a monster, surely, but he wasn’t the real monster.

Now, as I said earlier, I knew as soon as I read that first comic book—The Defenders, issue 33—that writing was what I wanted to do when I grew up. My friends all had their hearts set on being baseball players, or cops, or Evel Knievel, or the Six Million Dollar Man, but I was already training for my grown-up job. I produced dozens of comic books, sitting there at the coffee table in our living room with pencils and a box of crayons, laboring over sheets of
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