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    Editorial: August 2020

    John Joseph Adams | 117 words

    Welcome to issue ninety-five of Nightmare!

    This month, Claire Wrenwood brings us “Dead Girls Have No Names,” a deeply unhappy story of a mother’s vengeance sewn into flesh. We’ve got a new short by Vajra Chandrasekera: “Redder,” a story of blood and pain written across generations. We also have reprints by Adam-Troy Castro (“The Hour in Between”) and Livia Llewellyn (“Yours Is the Right to Begin”).

    In “The H Word,” our column on horror, author Tim Waggoner talks about the irrational and its role in the genre. Plus our staff brings us author spotlights with our authors, and we have a feature interview with author (and former Nightmare reprints editor!) John Langan.
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     John Joseph Adams, in addition to serving as publisher and editor-in-chief of Nightmare, is the editor of John Joseph Adams Books, an science fiction and fantasy imprint from Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. He is also the series editor of Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy, as well as the bestselling editor of many other anthologies, including The Mad Scientist’s Guide to World Domination, Robot Uprisings, Dead Man’s Hand, Armored, Brave New Worlds, Wastelands, and The Living Dead. Recent projects include: Cosmic Powers, What the #@&% Is That?, Operation Arcana, Loosed Upon the World, Wastelands 2, Press Start to Play, and The Apocalypse Triptych: The End is Nigh, The End is Now, and The End Has Come. Called “the reigning king of the anthology world” by Barnes & Noble, John is a two-time winner of the Hugo Award (for which he has been a finalist eleven times) and is a seven-time World Fantasy Award finalist. John is also the editor and publisher of Lightspeed Magazine and is a producer for Wired.com’s The Geek’s Guide to the Galaxy podcast. Find him on Twitter @johnjosephadams.
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    Dead Girls Have No Names

    Claire Wrenwood | 3415 words

    
      Our bones
    

    are cold. It is the type of cold that comes only after death, and it will never leave us now. We mourn what must have come before: hands holding ours. Sunlight warming the tops of our heads. Cats on our laps and nightclubs where we danced out of our minds and Pop-Tarts straight from the toaster. Life, pulsing hot and fat beneath our fingers.

    Mother keeps us in a chest freezer. “For preservation,” she says, and perhaps this is true. But here is another truth: The night she brought us back from death—after she had canvassed local papers for the right news and hunted through grave-soil for the right parts and sewn them into the right approximation of the female form—she let us sleep in her daughter’s room. Amongst the heart-shaped pillows, the grass-stained soccer uniform still puddled on the floor, she cried and cradled us and called us her daughter’s name, and we knew even as we strained toward her touch that it was all too much, it couldn’t last.

    In the morning, she moved us to the freezer. But the tenderness she had shown during the night still lingered. Her dark brown hand hovered on the lid as though unwilling to let it go. “What will I call you?” she said.

    Our old names flared within us, firing into deadened muscle and marrow-stopped bone: Charmaine-Nikita-Salma-Alicia-Kat—

    The softness in Mother’s face fell away. She laughed, a flat, lifeless sound. “Listen to me. Trying to name a dead girl.”

    As the lid slammed shut, the truth of our new existence dawned: Never again would any mother name us or hold us or take this cold from our bones.

    There in the terrible darkness, we tried to weep and discovered we could not.

    
      Our left pinky toe
    

    belongs to her daughter. It was all they ever found. How is this possible? What did he do with the rest of her? No one knows. No one much cares.

    Except Mother. When she brought us back to life, she gave us strength and an appetite and a nose drawn to badness like a buzzard to a corpse. Then she sent us into Atlanta, its suburbs and city streets.

    “Find him,” she said.

    And we did—or rather, we found men like him. We cornered them in darkened streets they had never learned to avoid, in parking lots they had never learned to speed-walk through with keys clenched in their fists. We let them know how it felt to bruise and then we asked them: “Was it you?”

    “No, no,” they sobbed, and when our left pinky toe confirmed this truth with a regretful twinge, we took them apart and ate them limb by bad-tasting limb, which satisfied our hunger but did not make us feel less empty. This, of course, was why Mother made her monster out of other dead girls: she knew her hunger was only matched by our own.

    Six long weeks of this; and when everything inside of us began to change, we did not notice until it was too late.

    
      Our head
    

    is rebelling tonight. The whimpering of little girls fills our ears. Their high, thin voices needle our bones, followed by a spike of pain. They are in us. We want them out. We open our mouth and regurgitate our last meal onto the dirt in great, undigested chunks. We spit out another spur of bone, then groan as pain guts our body like a fish. Nearby, a feral cat wails in response.

    It is well past midnight. We are in a scrubby patch of woods between two golf course fairways. The man we dragged here, now spattered across the pine straw, owned a string of successful dance studios. He scoured the poor neighborhoods for talented girls and gave them scholarships; their delight turned to terror as he took them into the back room and showed them what they still owed. It is their voices we heard just now. And not just theirs. Over the past few weeks, we have started hearing other voices, the victims of other men we have consumed. And with their voices, their suffering—so much that our body has begun to fall apart, the seams splitting as if they can no longer hold all this pain.

    We bury the man as best we can and stagger home, clutching our torso. Mother strips us down and examines our body with a seamstress’s eye. “Nothing some thread can’t fix.”

    “But the pain . . .” we say, again.

    “It’s not for long. We’ll find him any day now.”

    She sews up our loosened seams, her hands hovering over but rarely touching our skin. We do not dare voice our thoughts: What if he is too far away? What if we never find him? What will you do with us then?

    “There.” She raises a hand as though to pat our shoulder, then drops it. “Just needed tightening, is all.”

    
      Our stomach
    

    is never full. This used to be a good thing, because the supply of men who have done evil never ends—only now we cannot eat them. We try, again and again, but our stomach heaves them back out. We poke the parts into sewers and trash cans, knowing it is only a matter of time before someone discovers them.

    One night, as we are burying a body in the woods, our shoe comes loose and a splinter drives itself deep into our heel. When we get home we show it to Mother, head lowered, waiting for a lecture about protecting the limbs she worked so hard to bring to life.

    But her voice, when it comes, is soft. “My girl got a big splinter in her foot just like this. She was little, maybe six or seven. I tried to tweeze it out but she ran off hollering. Got blood all over the carpet. In the end, she took it out herself. She always hated it when I fussed over her. Not like you.”

    Although she has prised out the splinter, her hand still hovers over our heel.

    “No,” we say, when she does not move. “Not like us.”

    “You remind me of her sometimes. Your eyes. The way you tilt your head.”

    “We are not your daughter.”

    “I know.” We expect to hear bitterness in her voice, but she just sounds resigned. She picks up her needle and guides it along its familiar path, tightening the sutures at our neck, our right shoulder, our thighs, up the center of our chest—retracing the joins she made, all those nights ago, when she stooped low over us and breathed life into our limbs. Occasionally, when she tires, the heel of one palm comes to rest on our skin. We try not to tremble at each shock of warmth, try not to lean into her touch.

    A knocking at the door interrupts this ritual. We both freeze.

    Another volley of knocks, louder this time.

    “Downstairs,” Mother murmurs. “Quick.” Toward the door, she calls, “Coming!”

    We hurry down the stairs and climb into the freezer, pulling the lid shut. Drawing our knees to our chest, we try to make out noises from the floor above us. We hear only the freezer’s steady hum. After a long time passes and no angry police officer hauls open the lid, we lie back, pressing our cheek against the frost-encrusted wall. Mother will come for us, we think. Once her visitors have gone.

    But she does not come for us. We wait there in the darkness and the cold, the minutes unspooling into hours and then days.

    At last, she throws open the lid of the freezer. She squints down at us with bloodshot eyes, her breath clouding the air. Unfamiliar fumes roll toward us: orange juice and tequila and sweat. “They found her,” she says. “Well—not all of her. A piece of her. Her torso. In Virginia. Virginia!” Her words spill out in a too-fast staccato, and we see that the news has undone her. Like us, she is coming apart at the seams. The only difference is that she has no one to put her back together. “You have to go. It’s a sign. You have to find him.”

    Her hand scrabbles at something in the bottom of the freezer. We sit up, our mind slow with coldness, and see that she has grabbed our left foot.

    “What are you doing?”

    She props our ankle on the lip of the freezer and unties our shoelaces. “I need her toe.”

    “But we need it. We need it to sense him.”

    “I’m only going to take part of it.” She eases off the shoe, tosses it aside.

    “But—”

    “It’s mine. I gave it to you and now I need it back.”

    We notice, for the first time, the small meat saw in her right hand. She positions it next to our left pinky toe, just below the nail. Our foot jerks and she grasps it firmly. Setting the blade against us, she begins to saw.

    The sensation is nothing like the pain that comes after we have eaten. It is more of a dull irritation, a worrying at the skin. We watch, frozen, as the woman who has always stitched us together takes us apart. She does not look at us as she works, and we realize that in all this time she has never met our eyes, not once. We remember that first moment of gasping into the light—lying stunned and terrified as a strange woman bent over our chest and wept. At the time, the gesture soothed us; we thought she did so out of love. But we were wrong. You cannot love an instrument.

    Our hand shoots out and grabs Mother’s wrist. She tries to shake us off, clucking with irritation. But she has imbued our girlish limbs with the strength of ten men. Our hand is steady, unmoving.

    “Please,” she says. “I need it. I need something to hold onto.”

    But we have been taken apart too many times. We squeeze harder. The saw clatters to the floor.

    She looks at us then, stares straight into our eyes, and we almost recoil from the force of fear and revulsion we find there. “I gave you life,” she hisses. “I could take you apart again, just like—” she snaps the fingers of her free hand “—that.”

    When we release her, she walks away, rubbing her wrist. At the foot of the stairs, she pauses. “What are you waiting for? Go. Get out of here. Don’t come back until you’ve found him.”

    
      Our legs
    

    should tire, but they do not. When Virginia turns up no trace of our quarry, we zigzag across the country: wandering beside endless fields of tobacco and later corn and soy, through new-growth forests, along gravel country roads. Men in trucks lean on their horns, slow down beside us, but do not stop. Once, an old woman gives us a lift in her beat-up Corolla, then drives off in a spray of gravel-dust, making the sign of the cross. The seasons turn: from asphalt-melting heat to sudden crispness, forested hillsides cloaked in reds and yellows so brilliant they make our eyes hurt.

    At a strip mall outside Kansas City, we buy a portable sewing kit. We learn how to dig the needle deep into our skin so it will not tear. We stitch ourselves up and think that, perhaps, we can learn to live without Mother. Every meal still makes us vomit, so we stop eating. In time, our hunger dwindles to a dull ache. But the cold in our bones never leaves us.

    One night in Milwaukee, there is a man in a beautiful suede coat whose smell makes our left pinky toe throb. We follow him through snow-carpeted streets to an outdoor holiday market. As he disappears between the stalls, we hesitate. Mother
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