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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

From the 2007 Edition

These stories were written between 1998 and 2005. A lot happened in that time and while I can take credit for most of what’s offered to you, I should really share some of it. The following people have helped me, these stories, this book, and my writing in some way or another during these years (and in a few cases, for longer). If you don’t see your name here and think it should be, then I either forgot (in which case I’m sorry) or I don’t want to list you (in which case you can go wallow). And I’m asshole enough to let you decide which category you fall into. So, thanks go to:

Donna Taylor Burgess, Kurt Charbonneau and family, Chris Clarke, Cathy Freeze, Kim Gatesman, Tracy Gauthier, Greg F. Gifune (big time, man!), Toby and Leslie Gray (and thank you both again for everything else!), Nicole Guerra, Everett Hoagland, Maureen Lacasse, Laura Stout LaTour, Michelle Marshall, Tom and Elizabeth Monteleone, B.J. Nooth, Aaron Pickering, Jorj Pitter, and Amber Pombo.

I want to thank James Beach for having the faith in my abilities to go ahead with this project.

I need to thank Mom and Dad—Pat and Ray Gauthier—for their support.

I want to thank my daughter, Courtney Elizabeth, for being a constant muse.

And lastly, I want to thank Kelly. While things didn’t work out, she supported me more than she should have and encouraged me when no one else did. Thank you.

For the 2021 Edition

A quick thanks are due to Michelle Alexander, Mike de Gouveia, and Denise Angelo and Dan DeAraujo for the continued encouragement.

BIG thanks to rock ’n roll star Red Reveal himself, Randy Medeiros, for being so eager to read the Next Thing. Go buy his albums under Red Reveal. If you like Metallica and Van Halen and good ol’ rock ’n roll, this guy’s got the goods!

Thanks to David Niall Wilson and David Dodd at Crossroad Press and Macabre Ink for bringing my babies back.

My mother died in February 2019, and I hope she knew how much her support meant to me, and I’m terribly sad that she can’t see this new edition. My father now is the cheerleader and while I know he won’t read this, I’ll let him know I mention him.

Thanks to my younger daughter, Genevieve, who often clicks the Submit button for me before submitting work and for being proud of her old man.

Again, to my daughter Courtney, who is an adult now. Hard work pays off, kiddo.

And lastly, my wife Pamela, who puts up with my shit but doesn’t take it. She constantly encourages me to keep pushing and submitting. She’s my biggest cheerleader and proves that happiness makes people more creative than unhappiness. Love you, Blueberry Muffin.


GHOSTS OF A CATALYST

The 2021 Introduction

Who the hell does this guy think he is to make us suffer through two introductions?! That’s what the reptilian spot in my brain is expecting you to be thinking. Let me explain, if you will. If you prefer not to go through my two introductions, feel free to skip ahead to the first story, the one I may be best known for, “The Growth of Alan Ashley.” But if you’re like me and enjoy the introductions in collections, then stick around. I’ll try to make it worth your while.

First off, I don’t entirely love the 2007 introduction. I mean, it’s all right, but there’s this feeling of a bright-eyed kid that’s not entirely right. I was excited to be asked to do a collection, and it felt like I was at the start of a very special road. And I was, but not in the way I thought. The two years between when James R. Beach pitched the idea until its eventual publication saw tons of change. In the nearly fourteen years since publication, even more has changed.

Catalysts came out as Dark Discoveries Publications first—and really only—book. Soon after publication, Dark Discoveries, the magazine that spawned the book line and for which I was writing my column, American Gauthic, went through changes as a new co-publisher/editor came in. I wasn’t fond of the changes he brought with him. James was a great guy, but the direction the new version of Dark Discoveries was going seemed counter-productive. Instead of discovering new talents, it looked backward to icons of the horror/dark fantastic genre. There’s certainly an importance in looking back at those masters who’ve come before, but the focus, which was more than coincidental and I wonder if it was anything other than self-serving to the new editor/publisher, should’ve been on discovering new writers. Eventually, I got tired of barbs being edited into my essays by the new editor/publisher that I would have to then edit out because I won’t let passive-aggressive bullshit be woven into my work. He was the kind of guy that when he eventually decided to leave the magazine, right before it was sold, he emailed me to try out his new magazine while also insulting James.

The other major reason I stopped writing American Gauthic was that I got tired of having to chase down payment for my work. It wasn’t a lot of bread, but it was bread. Eventually, I just stopped writing the column and the magazine limped along until it was eventually sold to Journalstone and found a new life. I will always value the chances James gave me. This book wouldn’t exist without him.

It did all right, I’m told, but eventually it didn’t, and that was my fault. I knew nothing about self-promotion. I was a stunted thirty-year-old who thought people would come to me, asking for interviews, etc. Looking back, I’m embarrassed. And even then, going into my other books a few years later, Alice on the Shelf and Shadowed, the same thing happened. I ended up buying the rest of the Catalysts stock and still have copies. Looking back, there’s a lot I would change.

As far as the stories go, I think some of them are pretty good for a guy who was in his twenties when they were written. Some, I’m not sure about. “Inquisitor, Inc.,” for instance, is a story I’ve grown uncomfortable with, as it smacks of misogyny. It came from a nightmare I had and I’d been told that it wasn’t misogynistic, but…. I almost pulled it from this edition, but I think the ending clarifies that the story does not support the actions of the main character, and there isn’t any glorification of the terrible things that happen to the poor woman in the story. Still, I don’t know that time has been kind to it.

I also decided to add a story called “KILL -13-”, which was published the year after Catalysts originally came out. It’s the only story in this collection written after 2005 (and when I was already in my thirties!). It fits into this collection quite well, I think. It’s a story that’s scary more because of the subject matter—school shootings and crazy people with easy access to guns—than from any ghosts or monsters.

Some of the stories that I remembered fondly felt a little clunky when I revised them for this edition (I’m hoping I’ve smoothed them out a little), while some that I had considered “minor” are actually quite enjoyable. It was a pleasant experience going back to these stories.

In the years since Catalysts went out of print, a lot has happened. I remarried and have another daughter. I spent a long time writing a novel that, as of this writing, I’m marketing. It actually features characters from two different stories in this book. I won’t say which two, though, that way whenever it finds a home and finds its way into your hands you’ll be surprised, but it was interesting to take two characters from two different stories and put them together in a new, very different novel.

In the end, the reason I even wanted Catalysts back out there (besides ego, har har) was that I really like the stories. The collection was a start of something for me, and I still love it. I’m happy that you’ll get to read the tales within. Just be careful, some of them may unsettle you.

Bill Gauthier

Dartmouth, Massachusetts

March 12th, 2021


THE CATALYST: BEGINNING THE DREAM

The Original 2007 Introduction

What you’re holding in your hands is part of a dream. While the dream’s roots go back to my early childhood, it officially took form on 24 August 1990, the day I turned thirteen.

I’d just come home with The Shining. I didn’t really read much but I had a strange curiosity about it. I’d chosen to read The Shining because 1) I loved horror movies and knew the name Stephen King from them, 2) I’d seen an interview with Stephen King on a nightly news magazine the night before, and 3) I figured if I didn’t finish the book, I could watch the movie. It took me three or four months, but I indeed finished the book. One of the most important moments of my life happened at the beginning of the novel, when Jack Torrance is being shown the basement. I had a sort of out-of-body experience. I was interested in a basement of an old hotel. Nothing had happened yet (except for Torrance thinking of Ullman as an officious little prick) and I was still hooked. Somehow, I realized that this man’s writing, his storytelling, had hooked me and, in a fit of youthful hubris, I decided it was something that I could do.

Within days, I’d set up a couple of milk crates and began pounding—with one finger—on a Royal Quiet De Luxe manual typewriter.

I’ve written about that ad nauseum and for those who have read it already, I apologize for repeating myself (although I’m sure there are many around me who have had to sit through me telling that story many times and will no doubt hear it many more, so consider yourself lucky), but I felt it was needed here, too. If we’re going to start something (and that’s the point of any catalyst, isn’t it?), then we should start at the beginning. I began writing at that moment.

Maybe it was still having the interview (which aired on Primetime Live), which had a shot of King sitting at a typewriter clacking away, fresh in my mind. Or maybe it was because the back of the book said King lived in Maine. Being from Massachusetts, the idea of making movies—another passion of mine—seemed too far away (now it doesn’t, what with digital technology) so I never really gave much credence to doing what another hero, George Lucas, has been able to do. Whatever the reason, writing took hold of me and I focused on becoming the best writer I was capable of becoming.

Of course, I’m still on that quest. I still aim to become the best writer I can.

I’ve always loved stories. My earliest memories are of me lying on the old, green couch straight out of the 1970s, my head resting on Mom’s lap, sucking on a baw-baw, while she read to me. I remember watching TV. Not just cartoons or kids shows (not that there were many kids shows in those days before 24-hour cable channels that catered to children) but Mom’s soap operas (I remember Luke and Laura getting married), sitcoms (Happy Days and Mork & Mindy were favorites), dramas (The Incredible Hulk and CHiPs), and the movie of the week. There were more, too, no doubt. On his way home from work, Dad would often bring home comic books. I loved my three-to-four-inch action figures, particularly after I discovered Star Wars in a 1982 rerelease. I also had Underoos in which I could dress up as Batman, Superman, or Spider-Man; cut-off jeans and no shirt or shoes allowed me to become the Hulk. A stick and toy gun allowed me to be Luke Skywalker.

When I played, though, I didn’t just play. I told (or acted out) stories. Somehow, my mother was able to pass along the idea that the stories I knew were made up by people. That George Lucas was responsible for the delights I knew onscreen from that galaxy far, far away. That Superman didn’t really fly, sometimes he was on wires and sometimes on a table. She wasn’t a Grinch, mind you, trying to take the magic out of things, she was a parent of a child with a very active imagination who might try jumping out the window once his red cape was tied on. By knowing that people had made that stuff up, she stopped certain disasters.

And maybe even caused a few.

Because, as Harlan Ellison has said, “success is achieving in adult terms that which you desired as a child.” I haven’t achieved that success yet. But I’m working on it. This book is a step on that path.

When I sit down to write a first draft of something, I’m playing with my action figures. It’s me and the story and fuck anyone else. If I’m happy, then that’s all that matters. Once the first draft is done and has been allowed to rest a bit, I go back and read it and edit it with my blue pen. At this point, I’m still thinking about my likes and dislikes, but I’ve begun to think about others, too. What will a reader, my ideal reader, think? What about friends? Will this entertain them? And how’s the writing? Mark Twain said, “The difference between the right word and the almost right word is the difference between lightning and the lightning bug.” Do I have a lightning bug on my hands or a bolt of lightning that’ll fry your ass?

Once the editing is done (this usually takes more time than it should because it’s the most like work, and yet, I still love doing it), I sit at the computer and revise it. Once that’s done, I let people read it. I have a few friends that I can trust to give me honest feedback. They tell me what they think and then I edit and revise for a third draft. And then I begin submitting.

Afterward, I may edit and revise more. As is the case with most of the stories in Catalysts.

Mere days before my twenty-eighth birthday in 2005, James Beach called me. I had just sat in bed to begin reading the advance copy of Neil Gaiman’s novel Anansi Boys when the phone rang. I almost didn’t answer it because I didn’t recognize the phone number. James and I had worked together for more than a year. I’ve had work in every issue of his magazine Dark Discoveries. The first two issues featured my stories “The Umbrella People” and “Fun Gus the Tap Dance Man.” The third issue premiered my column American Gauthic. We talked about three hours on a range of topics. Somewhere during the chatting, he proposed the idea of collecting some of my stories for the first book project from Dark Discoveries Publications. He’d taken a chance on my column and now he wanted to take a chance on a book. And my mother used to call me a glutton for punishment.

After we talked, a verbal handshake was made and I began work on getting the stories together and rewriting and revising them.

Each of these stories has acted as a catalyst, often allowing me to write whatever story followed them at the time. In the case of “The Growth of Alan Ashley,” working on the story not only made it possible to write the stories I wrote afterward, but its publication (and subsequent reprints) acted as a catalyst to my career. And since this is my first book….

So here we are, experiencing together a little bit of a dream. I hope you have as much fun reading these stories as I had writing them. I also hope that we’ll be able to sit together again. Because I have more stories that I’d like to tell you. And other dreams I’d like to share.

Bill Gauthier

New Bedford, Massachusetts

5 March 2006


THE GROWTH OF ALAN ASHLEY

At five-thirty, his alarm clock’s radio came on and the radio personality spoke to a caller about world affairs. Alan Ashley’s eyes popped open. What day was it? Wednesday. The interview! The morning show began at seven. His segment was supposed to be at 7:30, right after they came back from commercial and local news. Alan’s new book had just been released and was already predicted to be the rage this season, every bit as popular as his movie this past summer. He looked forward to speaking with the morning show anchor again.

Alan noticed the growth near his right ear while shaving. A smooth bump that resembled a blister but would not pop. Probably an ingrown hair. He ignored it, finished getting ready, and left the apartment.

He drove himself to the studio where the morning show was aired. Traffic was bad and he was afraid he’d be late. Alan entered the building and went to the elevator. He blocked out everything around him, though. The morning show was done at ground level so the crowds outside could watch. The elevator stopped on the fourth floor and Alan stepped out.

“We need that report by eleven, Alan,” the producer said, too busy to stop and formally greet him.

Report. Must’ve been talking to the newswoman before Alan arrived and had mixed up report with autographed books.

Alan sighed and walked toward the green room. It was rather small, considering how popular the morning show was and how many guests were usually on, but Alan didn’t complain. He plopped his briefcase down

(When had he picked it up?)

It has a new manuscript for your editor in it.

(Yeah, that’s good.)

and flicked awake the computer. He looked over the walls of the cubicle—green room, he corrected himself—and saw no one. His watch said 7:30 and he sat.

The morning show anchor waited for the signal and began with the intro. A few seconds later, Alan was on, chatting with the anchor. It was amazing that this book, just like his last one, was selling off the shelves. How could he explain it?

“I can’t,” Alan said, looking at his shoes, fashionably modest. “I just write the best story I can.”

The anchor smiled, amazed, and asked about whether the success of the latest movie might have had an influence.

“It’s possible, I guess,” said Alan. “The thing is, though, I don’t really notice. It’s as though I’m two people sometimes. One worries about the movies, one about the books.”

The morning show anchor reminded Alan that he’d also acted and produced, as well as directed the movie.

“I guess, then, there’s more than two—” Alan began to say when movement out of the corner of his eye made him turn.

Gina stood at the opening of the cubicle, a tote bag dangling from her shoulder, her jacket still on. Her eyes were wide as she stared at Alan, a bemused smile on her face.

“Good morning, Alan,” she said, looking around the cubicle. “Who’re you talking to?”

His right leg, which had been resting on his left knee, dropped. The bump near his ear itched and Alan scratched at it, his face heating up. He looked at the clock in the corner of his computer monitor. 7:37 AM. He’d expected Roland—the producer—to be here, but no one else usually got here until closer to eight. Especially Gina, who had the cubicle beside his. She continued staring at him, expectantly.

“I was thinking aloud,” he said.

Her stare didn’t falter. Neither did the bemused smiled. “About movies and books?”

“Yes.”

“And you write what you can?” The bemusement bordered on taunting.

It felt as though his heart, stomach, testicles—everything—turned to concrete and fell.

“It looked like you were…talking to someone,” she said. The familiar smile, like from when he was in school. “Like you were being…interviewed.”

Alan was on his feet before he realized he was going to stand, and he reached out, hands trembling.

“Please,” he whispered, face on fire. “Please don’t say anything to anyone. Sometimes I—I—”

Gina shook her head and stepped toward her cubicle. The smile was gone, replaced with something else. “Calm down, Alan. I won’t say anything.”

“My career, my life, would be ruined. Please—”

“I said I wouldn’t say anything. I won’t.”

She disappeared behind a cubicle partition. Alan thought about following her, making sure she wouldn’t say anything to anyone, but didn’t. Instead, he sat and his thumb went to his mouth to be gnawed.

It was bound to have happened sooner or later. Reality, like a giant monster from an old Japanese monster movie, destroys everything at some point. He’d had to hide these lives for twenty years, since the kids in seventh grade began making fun of him for acting out his stories outside. Something he’d spent his life doing all of a sudden taken from him.

No! a voice in his head demanded. Stay focused. Roland wants that report by eleven, do it by ten. Go out for lunch. You have a meeting with Scorsese about his new movie.

Alan tried to push the voice away as he wheeled his chair closer to the computer. He realized his wet, bleeding thumb was no longer in his mouth, but near his ear. His hand rubbed at the growth. He made a mental note to keep an eye on it.

Though the lunch meeting with Scorsese went very well (the great director wanted Alan to play a hitman in his next movie…time permitting, of course) Alan’s heart sank as he walked past Gina’s cubicle. He stopped and stepped back, looking in. The photographs, art magazine clippings, all personal effects were gone. The back of his neck prickled with the feeling of eyes on him. Alan turned. He
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