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Enter the Realm of Terror…

	 

	We’d like to take a moment to thank you for your support and invite you to join our VIP newsletter.

	 

	Dive deeper into the darkness with exclusive offers, early access to new releases, and bone-chilling deals when you sign up at www.ScareStreet.com.

	 

	Let the nightmares begin…

	 

	 

	See you in the shadows,

	Scare Street
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Bad Actor
By David Longhorn

	 

	“Oh my God!”

	Melody stopped doing nothing in particular and stared. Then she hurried out from behind the bar to help Calvin. The not-quite-retired antique dealer was tottering under three large boxes that were stacked up and wobbling. He was trying, not very successfully, to reverse his way through the front door.

	“Why didn’t you bring them in one at a time?” Harry asked, following Melody on her mission of mercy.

	“Well, I thought they wouldn’t be that heavy,” panted the old man, “and they weren’t, at first, so I thought… whoops!”

	The topmost box fell and spilled a bizarre array of items onto the floor. A jeweled dagger in a scabbard, a plumed black hat, some jewelry, and a pair of yellow leather gloves.

	“What is all this?” Harry said, setting the box upright and picking up the dagger.

	“Props, costumes, the whole shebang,” Calvin said, setting down the other two boxes. “All free of charge, Melody, so long as you return them intact.”

	The barmaid gave Calvin a big, smacking kiss on the cheek.

	“You’re a star! You get free tickets to Shakespeare in the Park.”

	Harry looked up, unsheathed dagger in one big hand.

	“First time I’ve heard of this… Shakespeare? In the Park?”

	Melody explained that her new boyfriend was an actor and keen to put on a play where people would actually see it. That ruled out the local amateur theater, so a city park was the only option. She’d confided in Calvin because she assumed—rightly—he might have some props lying around.

	“Are you going to be appearing in this classic drama?” Harry asked, testing the dagger cautiously on his palm. Sure enough, the short blade slid back into the oversized sheath.

	Melody nodded.

	“Huh! Neat. Because you’ve got the kind of voice that they can hear right at the back,” Harry said as he continued examining the prop.

	“And that’s why I kept you out of the loop,” Melody said, taking a box from Calvin. “I couldn’t endure days of relentless teasing. Now let’s sort this stuff out!”

	It was a slow afternoon at Hannigan’s, so Harry dealt with the handful of customers while Melody and Calvin went through the motley collection. Calvin explained that he’d gotten a lot of props and costumes when an old theater had closed down about ten years back. He hadn’t had time to catalog it all. He had just glanced through and seen nothing of obvious value, then put it all in storage. He’d just picked up a few boxes at random without checking their contents.

	“Nice,” Melody said, draping a fake ermine cloak around her shoulders. “A bit musty, but I bet we can use most of it! Maybe all of it! You’re the best, Calvin.”

	The dealer was laying out various items along the bar. There was more costume jewelry, another stage dagger, some rather baggy tights, and a belt with an ornate buckle. And a book. A small, red leather book that a moment’s scrutiny told him was a diary.

	“Oh, look at this. An interesting find, if it belonged to an actor or maybe a director,” he said, holding it up. “Dated 1935. Wow! Live theater was a whole lot healthier in those days than today. Before World War II, there were still some big stars who only performed on stage and never did movies.”

	He riffled through the pages, noting that the paper had not faded at the edges. The diary had not seen light for a long time. It had been put away in the storeroom of the old Metropole Theater and forgotten. What’s more, it was an actor’s diary. That was clear from references to rehearsals, directors, and opening nights.

	“Interesting?” Melody asked, leaning over the bar.

	“Probably, to a historian of the theater,” Calvin conceded. “Not so much to me. A lot of this looks like an actor bitching about other actors. Oh, and hating on critics. See this here? ‘Those foul vultures of the popular press.’ I guess he got some bad reviews.”

	“He’d have hated Rotten Tomatoes,” she said. “Well, speaking of acting—we are having a great performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. In midsummer! On a lovely evening. You must come and bring some friends!”

	“Who are you playing?” Calvin asked.

	“I am portraying Titania, the Queen of the Fairies!” Melody said excitedly.

	Harry had a sudden coughing fit, almost doubled over, his face bright red. She picked up one of the daggers, and her boss moved away quickly.

	“I see why you’ve kept him out of the loop,” Calvin said.

	 

	***

	 

	The first sign of trouble was the weather. The downtown park where the play was to be staged was fine in the sunshine. But with an overcast sky, it had a depressing air. A few spots of rain were already falling when Calvin took his seat. He was in the middle of a row, not wanting to be at the end where people might keep pushing past. But, in fact, the audience was so sparse he could have sat anywhere. There were maybe a hundred chairs but only twenty or so people in the audience.

	The third problem was the setting. The play was set in a forest, mostly, but the trees were kind of sparse. The dull evening sky stole the color from the costumes, even the most garish ones worn by the assorted fairies. There was a general air of desperation as the play got underway, with some cast members looking up anxiously at the sky as bigger drops began to fall.

	Professionals would’ve postponed it, Calvin thought. But I guess organizing a bunch of amateurs is hard. This is their one shot.

	The play itself, if well performed, might have made all the difference. But unfortunately, the acting was uneven, to say the least. Melody was good. She played the scenes opposite Nick Bottom with gusto and never missed a cue or forgot a line. Sadly, most of the other actors did. Duke Theseus was particularly bad, needing prompts three times in his first scene. The prompter, standing to one side in plain view, was a young woman with a loud, harsh voice. Anything resembling the magic of theater was dispelled whenever she had to intervene.

	Shakespeare’s most performed play limped on through the first act, almost reaching the interval. Then a rumble of thunder and the patter of rain on leaves signaled the inevitable, merciful end. The actors scuttled for cover, and the director tried to shout an apology to the audience over the downpour. Calvin, who had brought a large golf umbrella, got up and went to commiserate with Melody.

	“Hey, it’s no biggie,” she said. “Guess Hollywood will have to do without me.”

	“You were really good!” Calvin said, glad that he could be honest about it. “You should keep it up. You never know.”

	He offered her a lift home, but she was joining the others at a nearby bar. Calvin, technically the props manager, was invited along but declined. He wanted an early night. And he also wanted to get back to the actor’s diary because it had proved surprisingly absorbing.

	“The handwriting is a challenge,” he admitted. “It gets worse when the guy got worked up, and he got worked up a lot. But it’s a fascinating window to a lost world.”

	Melody nodded distractedly. She was looking at the student who had played Oberon so badly. He was sitting to one side, still in the ersatz ermine cloak, with what Calvin’s mother would have called “a face like thunder”.

	Actual thunder boomed overhead, and a flash of lightning illuminated the young man’s features. For a second, he looked old, cadaverous, almost skull-like. Calvin blinked, and the scene reverted to normal.

	An hour later, he was sitting in his cozy living room with a glass of scotch and the diary open on his lap. He had a magnifying glass to help decipher the spidery writing. He chuckled at the thought that the actor—whose name didn’t seem to appear in the diary—should’ve been a doctor.

	The year covered by the diary seemed to have been singularly disastrous for the anonymous thespian. It began with a bout of flu which meant he couldn’t work for a month. Then, in February, he was cast in a new play by an unknown local writer. It closed after three performances. The actor blamed the playwright to some extent but reserved his greatest bile for the critics. The city had two local newspapers at the time, and both had published vicious reviews. The actor’s response had been furious.

	 

	‘How dare these popinjays presume to judge me? Damn them to hell!’

	 

	This was a recurring theme as the year progressed. March saw the theater put on a production of Julius Caesar. The innovation was that the cast appeared in the fascist uniforms of Mussolini’s regime rather than Roman togas. Calvin felt that wasn’t a bad idea for 1935, but it seemed the critics had, yet again, not liked it. At all. In particular, they had disliked the diarist’s interpretation of Caesar.

	 

	‘They call me inept, wooden, tedious—how dare they?’

	 

	Calvin, thinking of the lousy Oberon he’d seen that evening, had to smile.

	Julius Caesar had closed after two weeks. The nameless actor had then appeared as King Lear. It seemed that he was obsessed with great Shakespearean roles. This time, the critics differed in their verdict. One described him as loud and boring, the other as laughable. The actor recorded these barbs in detail, obsessing over the reviews as if he was picking at a scab.

	“Bad mindset,” Calvin murmured, taking a mouthful of scotch. “You’re riding for a fall, my man. Should’ve ignored them.”

	But, far from ignoring the critics, it was clear that the actor had become obsessed with them. Diary entries on rehearsals, backstage spats, and the ever-pressing problem of money faded away as the year progressed. In their place came barely legible rants against the reviewers.

	 

	‘They deserve to suffer the ultimate penalty!’

	 

	That was ominous. Calvin started to skim the pages, wondering if the embittered star was going to get arrested for assault. Instead, there were nearly three weeks with no entries at all, followed by one brief sentence.

	 

	‘An apt punishment. Out, vile jelly!’

	 

	He almost laughed at the jelly reference. But there was something about the phrase… Calvin got up, went to his well-stocked bookcase, and took down a copy of the collected works of Shakespeare. He flipped through to King Lear and, after a few minutes, found the scene he was looking for. The Earl of Gloucester, captured by some of the play’s many villains, has his eyes put out.

	“No, it can’t be.”

	Calvin broke one of his own rules and logged onto the internet to check old newspaper records. It took him twenty minutes of inexpert searching, but eventually, he found it. Samuel Clements, a drama critic, was found dead in his home with his eyes gouged out. Some long, sharp instrument had penetrated his brain through the eye sockets. The cops described the attack as “frenzied” but seemed to have no leads. Nobody seemed to have linked the killing to the play. But, of course, to do so would have seemed crazy.

	Calvin sat down heavily and picked up the diary and started scanning through the pages, speeding through the spring and summer of 1935. The next play was a light comedy in which the actor had a supporting role. It ran for three months. The surviving newspaper reviewer had seemed to like it, but this only annoyed the actor. He railed against “crude, low-brow attitudes that put trivial nonsense above serious drama”.

	Calvin felt a sense of foreboding as he saw that the next play was Titus Andronicus. He had never seen it performed but knew it was violent to an almost insane degree. And it had never been especially popular with audiences or critics.

	“Okay, but he’d never dare do it twice,” he said firmly.

	The diary described problems at rehearsals, last-minute casting changes, and general backstage trouble leading to a disastrous opening night. Everything that could go wrong had gone wrong, it seemed. The actor—in the title role, of course—gave a brief account of this, and then there was another hiatus. Blank pages for ten days. Then just one sentence.

	 

	‘She had to be force fed.’

	 

	The one thing Calvin knew about Titus Andronicus is that a character called Tamora is invited to a feast where she is tricked into eating her own children. Their severed heads were ground up and baked into a pie. He went back online and, this time, found the story in a couple of minutes.

	The critic, a woman, had been childless. But she had been keen on tropical fish, an unusual hobby in those days. She had been found choked to death by the fried bodies of half a dozen guppies. This time, the cops did have a suspect but did not name him. However, on the inside pages of the same edition, Calvin found a short, stop-press item. An actor, Charles Parrish, had been found hanging backstage at the Metropole Theater.

	Calvin moved on and found a more detailed account on the following day’s news. Parrish had been suffering from depression and drinking heavily. He was found early in the morning by a stagehand. Parrish had been dressed in a favorite cloak he had worn in many starring roles. Calvin remembered the lightning flash, the face of Oberon, and the hideous illusion of a dead face.

	Perhaps it had not been an illusion.

	“Yeah, but so what?” he said to reassure himself.

	The play had been a fiasco, sure, but it was just an amateur production. Nobody would bother reviewing something that had been called off after half an hour…

	“Oh, you old fool.”

	He’d forgotten how well the internet amplified everything negative about human nature. He went online for a third time and started looking for references to Shakespeare in the Park. Once he’d narrowed it down to his home city, it didn’t take long. Someone had uploaded a short phone video. Calvin clicked on it and watched an obese teenager in a Star Wars T-shirt being sarcastic about the cast, especially Oberon.

	“This bunch of jerks couldn’t even read a weather forecast, but they decided to tackle the Immortal Bard of Stratford-upon-Avon! They all sucked, needless to say, but the guy playing Oberon—he was the suckiest by far! If you listen really carefully, even over the rain, you can hear this rumbling sound. It’s Shakespeare, all the way over in England, spinning in his grave!”

	Behind the reviewer, Calvin glimpsed a tall, thin figure in an ermine cloak. A pale face was looking at the fat youth. A flash of lightning blanked out the screen. This time Calvin saw no skull-like visage. But there was something else, a second figure standing just behind the amateur actor. A taller figure clad in an identical cloak.

	Calvin wished he had Melody’s number. It would be nice to just check and see if everyone was still together, drinking away their sorrows. Then a second, more reassuring thought struck him. There was no violence in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. It is, after all, a comedy. There was no handy murder method for Parrish’s ghost to use… if what Calvin had seen was indeed some kind of haunting.

	Relieved, he finished his scotch, brushed his teeth, and went to bed. He drifted off to sleep, thinking about doing a little business. The diary might fetch a good price from a collector now that he’d established a probable link to two murders. But, as it happened, other matters distracted him for the next few days, and it wasn’t until a week had passed that he found himself back at Hannigan’s.

	Melody had the boxes of props ready behind the bar.

	“I keep tripping over them,” Harry commented sourly. “Where’ve you been, Cal?”

	“I can’t spend all my time here,” Calvin pointed out, “much as I’d like to. Well, I’ve got the old jalopy outside, so I’ll take these off your hands.”

	They were just loading the last of the boxes into the back seat of his car when Melody put a hand on the dealer’s arm.

	“Oh, I nearly forgot! We kind of lost something!”

	Calvin felt a slight clenching at the pit of his stomach. “What?”

	“That cloak, the one Gary wore? He seems to have kept it, and nobody can find him. He lives out of town somewhere.”

	“Gary… is the guy who played Oberon?” Calvin asked, but he already knew the answer.

	“Yeah,” Melody shook her head sadly. “He always wanted to be an actor. Apparently, he has this ancestor who was some kind of a big star in the old days?”

	The cold knot in Calvin’s gut seemed to grow.

	“He took it hard when the play had to be called off, I suppose?”

	The barmaid shrugged.

	“Yeah, and he was kind of pissed when some a-hole posted a video sneering at him. Like I said, nobody’s seen him since that night. It’s a pity. I mean, the guy has zero talent, right?”

	“I have to agree,” Calvin said. “Let’s hope he gets over it.”

	“Yeah,” Melody said as they walked back to the bar. “In a way, he was lucky we insisted on doing Dream. Gary had set his heart on playing Richard the Third—can you imagine it?”

	Calvin could imagine something. He stopped dead and remembered a production of the play he’d seen in high school. The best scene—from a teenager’s viewpoint—was the murder of the Duke of Clarence by the evil Richard’s henchmen. The hapless lord was drowned in a barrel of wine.

	“You okay, Calvin?” Melody asked, pausing at the doorway of Hannigan’s.

	“This is going to sound crazy,” he said, taking out his phone, “but I think we better get in touch with the police. Just in case.”

	 

	* * *


A Cabin on the Coast
By Jon Barron

	 

	April 9, 1952

	 

	Dear Jack,

	I don’t know when I’ll get to post this, but I’m writing to say, “I’m here!”

	“Where’s that?” you may ask. Well, thereby hangs a tale. I’m in a little place—a glorified shack, really, but cozy—that you’ve seen before. But maybe you don’t remember. So let me jog your memory.

	We were in that pub we’d adjourned to after your cousin’s wedding out of state. God, that was awful! I’ve had more fun at funerals. Anyway, I forget what the place was called. Something Irish, that I recall. Mulligan’s? Finnegan’s? Anyway, we were both pretty soused and talking the usual crap. The hard life of the writer, the evildoing of editors, and the cost of living in New York. All the usual whining.

	Then we got onto the vital question of why I’d never finished that novel I keep talking about. No time, no way to gather my thoughts, and too many interruptions. And then, Jack, you produced a stroke of genius. You pointed to those pictures on the bar room wall—photographs of lighthouses and little villages all along the coast. And you said something like, “Just spend a month somewhere like that, where nobody can bother you. Total isolation. Then you can just write.”

	Can’t remember what I said—probably something dumb and slurred. But, you know, you planted a seed in my drink-addled brain. And the seed grew until I started looking into possibilities. And then, on a sober afternoon, I decided to find a place to rent for a month. And now here I am, about thirty miles north of that pub and maybe half a mile south of a little fishing port you’ve never heard of.

	I got here yesterday. It’s not a place to spend the winter, that’s for sure. Thin walls… and I bet the roof leaks. But it’s good enough for me. There’s a wood stove, a bed, a table where I set up my typewriter, and an earth closet out back. And there’s no chance of me being interrupted. No phone. And I won’t give you my address, but you can guess where I am from the postmark if you’re in a Sherlock Holmes mood.

	The post office is in the village—you could hardly call it a town. It’s kind of run-down, and there’s not much going on—sleepy, verging on comatose. I drove there for gas and then stopped at the general store to buy coffee and a few other essentials. No, quell that naughty thought. I bought no booze! I’m off the sauce till the job is done.

	I suspect I’m not going to be invited to any parties by the locals. I know small-town folks are sometimes standoffish, but these people take it a little far. They just glowered at me and did not respond to my cheery “good morning”. The guy in the store looked at my crisp new dollar bills like they might be forgeries and seemed to resent giving change. I’ll have as little to do with them as possible.

	On to happier topics! I’m near the edge of a low cliff with a path down to the beach. This morning, I went for a walk and enjoyed it. I got plenty of work done, finally making something out of all those notes. I think the book is shaping up. Not a work of genius, but not bad. I might finally achieve something of lasting value. It’s a strange feeling. Amazing what a change of scene can do.

	Well, the night is drawing in. Time to light the oil lamp! I’ll post this tomorrow. Hope you and Martha are well, and say hi to the boys at Marty’s.

	 

	Your old friend,

	Rick

	 

	***

	 

	April 12, 1952

	 

	Dear Jack,

	Well, the book is going well. Characters fleshed out, subplots untangled, and that central idea—the man who just doesn’t notice what’s going on right under his nose—is looking pretty good. I’m hoping your keen editorial eye won’t spot too many blunders. I think, with luck, I’ll have the bulk of it done as a first draft before I have to return to the Big Apple. Then it’ll just be a question of finishing, putting on some twiddly bits, and then submitting it to your good self.

	And that would be that, so far as news goes, except for some weird stuff that’s been going on. You could call it trouble with the natives. Nothing exactly sinister, just strange. I should explain that I parked the old jalopy off the road, just next to the cabin. Yesterday, just after sundown, I found myself running short of carbon paper, and I remembered leaving a packet on the back seat, so I went out to get it. There were about a dozen or so of the locals walking by—younger ones, early twenties or late teens, I guess. They weren’t close to the car; it just seemed odd.

	Now, I’m training to be an old curmudgeon, as you know, so I wasn’t delighted to see them. But I greeted them with a friendly wave and a “hello”. Like the adults, they just kind of stared. It was disconcerting. I should explain… these locals are kind of pasty looking, really pale, and all of them seem to have bulging eyes. Inbreeding, I guess. I’m only half a day’s drive from the big city, but there are plenty of out-of-the-way places where things haven’t changed much in decades. Centuries, even.

	Anyhow, I got the carbon paper and was walking back to the car when it occurred to me that there was literally nowhere for those kids to go. It’s not like there’s a bowling alley out here. Then I thought they might be heading down to the beach. There’s a path down, maybe thirty yards south of the cabin. I braced myself for some noise, as I assumed they’d build a fire and sink a few beers. Then, when I heard nothing, I got back to work.

	The clacking of my trusty old Underwood portable is pretty loud, as you’ll recall. But after about half an hour, I stopped to think. I was facing a knotty problem—the usual stuff, trying to make a dull but necessary scene more interesting. But instead of finding the right words, I heard what I first thought must be some kind of choir practice. It was a chorus of voices, rising and falling, just audible above the sound of the sea and the wind blowing around the cabin.

	It was kind of haunting. I remembered the young people I’d seen earlier and concluded they must be having some kind of singalong. Maybe these people belong to some strange religious sect, like the Amish or Mennonites. It would explain the inbred look. Well, better than a drunken orgy.

	I went out to see if I could spot the singers, but I didn’t want to go too close to the edge of the cliff. There was no sign of a fire. What’s more, I noticed that the tide seemed to be in. I don’t have an almanac to check, but it seems odd to go to the beach when most of it is under water. Oh well.

	Later, after I’d turned in for the night and doused the lamp, I was woken from a doze by noises outside the cabin. I looked at my watch, and it was just after one. I got up and looked out the window that faces the town and saw some figures walking down the road. Now, this might sound ridiculous, but I got the distinct impression they were all naked. I swear I saw white backs, legs, and buttocks shining in the light of a crescent moon. Okay, that looks pretty damn funny on the page. But it didn’t seem so at the time. They must have been carrying their clothes. Maybe their shoes too. Why? The nights are chilly. And the sea must be near freezing, yet they’d apparently been skinny-dipping.

	Like I said, weird people.

	Still, in the clear light of morning as I write this, I guess it’s just another fact to file away, maybe for a short story. I’d have to think of some reason for the moonlight bathing. Too whimsical to make them a race of mermaids. Too Victorian and quaint. Still, I’ve made a few notes. It would be interesting to do some research, but I saw no sign of a library in the village.

	But for now, I have a chapter to finish in my future bestseller. It’s taken a slightly darker turn over the last few days; I see that now. Reading back over what I’ve produced, I think the isolation and the bleak seascape have taken the edge off the social comedy stuff. Maybe that’s not a bad thing.

	 

	Later…

	 

	Well, I just had a visitor from the village. An attractive one! Yes, this old bachelor had a lady visitor, a young woman called Marina Smith. She came to apologize, she said, for the noise last night. I naturally invited her in and offered her some tepid coffee. She refused, saying her people shun stimulants. I asked her, tactfully, if this was a religious taboo. Her reply was interesting.

	“Our blood is unsuited to such things.”

	I didn’t press the point but just made some general chit-chat. I confess I was nervous. You know what I’m like—confident on the page, timid in life. And Miss Smith is a very confident young person. Knowing you, Jack, you’ll appreciate an accurate description. Well, her only flaw is those somewhat protuberant eyes that I’ve mentioned before and the very pale skin. But otherwise, she’s quite a looker. No makeup or fancy hairdo, but a pretty face with a high forehead, snub nose, slightly wide mouth, and a pointed chin. And yes, a good figure, albeit concealed under drab, sensible clothes that look very dated.

	No fool like an old fool—well, a fortysomething fool. A pretty girl walks in and asks me a few questions, and I pretty much gave her my
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