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    Editorial: July 2022

    Wendy N. Wagner | 638 words

    Welcome to Nightmare’s 118th issue!

    Some days I look at the news and I think “Holy crap, why do I write and publish horror when the headlines are worse than anything we writers put on a page?” I could list today’s tragedies, but I’m sure you will think of newer, fresher ones. Depending on the shape or color of your body, depending on where you live, your vision of horror will look different from mine—but we will both think of nasty, horrible things that are happening all the time. And worse: when we think about the future, we probably feel that even more calamity and suffering is imminent. I think that for most people, at least for most people who read the news and think about the well-being of humanity, there has never been a more pessimistic time.

    
      So why do we need horror?
    

    I’ll answer that question with a question: Have you ever taken a first aid class?

    When I was in elementary school, a local parent came to school every Friday for a few weeks to walk us through the Red Cross’s then-current emergency guide, an extremely comprehensive flip book that taught everything from how to splint a broken limb to how to prepare someone for travel when they’ve been stabbed in an eyeball. We probably spent a year’s worth of textbook money on all the bandages and surgical tape we used practicing for these emergencies. And for years afterward, I felt more confident about the world because I knew that no matter what happened, if I had access to duct tape and a moderately clean t-shirt, I could take care of nearly any injury.

    Do I believe that in a zombie apocalypse I would do better than half of all other humans? Sure. I’m a horror fan! When I see someone stumbling in the street, I immediately launch into a mental zombie response list. When I hear an animal rustling in the bushes at night, I’m already planning how to kill that slavering Saint Bernard before it can chew through my hoodie. Deep down, I am always preparing for the worst, because reading horror has helped me imagine what the worst might look like.

    I’m not saying that reading Nightmare Magazine will help you survive the imminent disasters confronting humanity. But it might give you a bit of inner fortitude when the time comes. After all, you’ve already practiced being terrified. In this month’s issue alone, you’ll confront serial killers (sorry for the spoiler, but there’s a very nasty one in Laura Blackwell’s “What the Dead Birds Taught Me” and another in Sarah Grey’s poem “Bitch Moon”) and the world’s most unsettling closet (Robert Levy’s “The Closet Game” will definitely make you reconsider ever setting foot in a wardrobe again). When you read Dante Luiz’s essay “Bunnies,” you will realize that not even fluffy, adorable bunny rabbits are safe or innocent. In the rest of the issue’s nonfiction, Terence Taylor reviews some unsettling reads, and our authors share a little about just why they write such horrible, nasty stuff.

    And you need to know these things. You need to add steel to your spine, sharpness to your glance, and quickness to your step. You have to prepare yourself for whatever is coming. Because it’s out there, just waiting, the horror. The real horror: the nastiness of our world, the unpleasantness of each other, the destructive power of the forces of entropy and evil.

    
      They’re coming to get you, Barbara.
    

    But you knew that, didn’t you? That’s why you read this stuff. So thanks for joining us for what I’m calling the “First Aid” issue.
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    The Closet Game

    Robert Levy | 5177 words

    You know the game, don’t you? All you need is a closet, and a book of matches—and a willing participant. Not much to it, considering. Jesse first heard about it at twelve from his older sister, after she came home drunk from a party and was trying hard to scare him. Sleepover shenanigans when you lacked a Ouija board, bullshit kid stuff, he knew that much. A game of pretend. Still, she managed to strike a nerve.

    You can open a door to another dimension, she whispered across the kitchen table, breath thick with the tang of spiked Red Bull. You can conjure up a demon from hell. He smiled with an air of disinterest, but his arms goosefleshed nevertheless.

    Later a longhaired spindleshanks at seventeen, forehead splotched with a constellation of acne, Jesse is popular enough to be invited to parties of his own. Up in Craig’s parents’ bedroom sharing a joint with Tina and Beth, the four of them seated in a rough circle as the kegger rages below, he takes a slug of beer from his Solo cup as Craig explains the rules.

    
      First, you turn out all the lights. Next, you stand inside the closet and close the door. You wait for at least five minutes, and if it’s time, you hold out an unlit match and say,
    

    
      Show me the light, or leave me in darkness.
    

    How will you know when it’s time? Tina asks, and Beth reaches over and takes hold of Jesse’s hand. Beth is not the one whose hand he wants to hold. What are you supposed to be waiting for?

    You’re listening. For something inside the closet. His eyes tick toward Jesse, who looks away, shifts in place on the spongy carpet. You might hear whispering, or scratching. Or maybe something else. But when you do, you have to light the match as quickly as possible. If you don’t . . .

    
      If you don’t, what?
    

    Craig taps the joint into the ashtray. If you hear something and you don’t light the match, they say you’ll be plunged into everlasting night.

    We could play seven minutes in heaven instead, Beth says, and slides Jesse’s hand into her lap.

    I’ll do it. Jesse grabs the matches and leaps up, wipes his damp hands on the seat of his jeans. I’ll go.

    He enters the closet in darkness. Barely large enough to call a walk-in, but he can stand inside well enough, the airy flutter of clothing and the cling of dry-cleaning plastic lapping from their hangers. He closes the door, rocks on his heels, and he waits. Okay, he thinks, this is going to be, like, nothing. Pulse loud in his ears, his brain judders back in time, to last week and making out with Beth on a dilapidated lawn chair behind her house. The hungry way she straddled him, the pasty icing taste of her lipstick as she fumbled with his belt buckle.

    Don’t, he’d said, and grabbed hold of her wrists. Let’s wait until Saturday night, okay? At Craig’s party. We’ll do it then.

    And soon the intrusive thought appears. The one his mind has conjured too many times: Craig’s mouth pressed to his instead, the smell of his best friend’s beery breath as his tongue snakes its way between Jesse’s teeth. The very thing he has wanted for over two years now, but will never fully admit, not to himself or anyone else. God, he wants Craig so bad he thinks it might kill him. Everything is so fucked up.

    A creaking noise behind him, and he starts. The house settling, someone jumping up and down on the improvised dance floor, the dull bass thump from the speakers below. Still, he turns to look. All that’s here is the silent and expected gloom on all sides, and he faces the door once again, stares up at the ceiling. He wonders how long he’s been inside, whether it’s been long enough for him to give up.

    The creak from behind again. Only this time it’s more like a scraping sound, a large dog scrabbling across floorboards, and Jesse spins. A mouse trapped in the walls, a squirrel or something, and he’s had his fill now. He’s done. He reaches for the door, his hand flailing forward into empty space. He tries again, this time to the left and right, thrashes around for a wall, for the hanging clothes, anything. There’s nothing here to hold onto anymore, nothing at all.

    Oh shit. The match. Hands shaking, Jesse fumbles with the matchbook, equilibrium dissolving so he is no longer certain what is up or down, whether he is standing on solid earth or floating in an ink-black void. The touch of a hand upon his neck, and he yelps and drops the matches. How far they fall he cannot say. Maybe feet, or light years, or eons.

    Cold and impossible fingers begin to stroke at him. The touch firm and familiar, as if the hands are his own, amputated and soldered to the arms of a stranger. Terror floods his brain, and the scrabbling increases, the air permeated with the pungent scent of clove. It’s measuring me, he thinks absurdly, and he cannot scream, cannot breathe as a white-hot pain sears into his chest like a brand.

    An unearthly pressure on his spine, and for a moment there’s the sensation of another figure passing through him, a rippling shadow but more like an antishadow, a being made of unseen light. Jesse is jerked forward, while some essential part of him is dragged back into the endless dark.

    And just like that, the door is before him again, exactly where it should be. He stumbles shaking from the closet and falls forward into his small circle of friends, the ashtray upended as he gets to his feet. What the fuck, dude? Craig says, but Jesse doesn’t answer, doesn’t look back, only races to the bedroom door and thrusts it wide. He staggers down the hall, knocks a framed family portrait from the wall as he descends the staircase, breathless as he bounds down the steps two at a time. He dodges bodies on the dance floor, his classmates leering and wasted and delirious, and Jesse’s here with them now, but also not here. It feels as if he’s split between worlds, this and another one increasingly far away.

    He closes the front door behind him, the night crisp and scentless as he drops down onto the porch swing and greedily sucks air into his lungs, his thirst for it that of a drowning victim. Heart pounding, he tries to shuck off the fear, to find an adequate explanation. It was just the weed, the beer, his imagination. Chill. Try to chill. It was nothing, nothing at all.

    Only why did those hands feel so familiar?

    He spreads his palms wide and stares down at them, flexes and straightens his fingers. For a fleeting moment, he doesn’t recognize these hands as his own.

    Jesse? Beth appears in the doorway, her features washed out in the muted glow from the porch light. Are you okay?

    Yeah. I’m good. He swallows and stands, and what’s left of Jesse smiles. I’m ready now.

    He takes her by the hand and leads her back inside.

    • • • •

    It’s six weeks later that Beth drags him to the pharmacy for the pregnancy test, and of course the line on the pee stick turns baby-bold positive. If she didn’t get knocked up at Craig’s party then it was a few days later at her parents’ place, but either way she missed her period, and this is really happening. Jesse’s father is his anti-role model—the man disappeared for good into the never-never land of the Central America surfing world when Jesse was a toddler—so at least he knows what not to do. He offers to marry Beth, and to raise the child together, already resigned to his fate by the time she reluctantly agrees.

    They get hitched over the winter, and it’s well into spring when Kayla is born and the three of them move into a small apartment over Beth’s parents’ garage. Jesse didn’t know he could love anything like this—he certainly never cared all that much for babies before—but here she is, his little pride and joy, and by the time Kayla’s one month old he’s already bringing home the bacon (well, some bacon anyway) at his cousin Sherman’s auto body shop, where Jesse does the inspections and tune-ups, changes the oil and windshield wiper fluid, all the things that don’t require too much knowhow, not yet. He’s not going anywhere, unless he screws up and gets fired. He still has time to learn.

    When he’s not at work or at home helping Beth with the kid, Jesse drinks down at the Barrel Inn off Exit 25. They don’t care that he’s not of age, as long as he’s respectful and tips the bartender and doesn’t appear too trashed when he heads out for the night. He forms a little circle with some of the men there, and next to them he’s a real goody-two-shoes, even if he also smokes weed now and again. Decent stuff too, a lot better than the shwag he and Craig used to score from the dealer behind the 7-11. Jesse makes a mental note to call his old friend and invite him out some night, just the two of them, but the thought soon evaporates.

    Ever since that party, he can’t shake this strange feeling of being watched. At home, at work, even at the bar, a pair of narrowed white eyes staring out from the hidden corners of mirrors and picture frames and, yes, closets too, their cracked-open doors an eerie invitation to some unknown place. Jesse tries not to look, to forget what happened that night in the dark. And still the shadows threaten. As movement in his periphery, shifting and fleeting figures that cannot be seen straight on but nevertheless haunt the edges of his vision.

    He learns to live with these unnerving and quivering beings until he grows so used to their presence
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