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			Introduction

			Mark Morris

			What kind of thing are you looking for?

			As the editor of this series, of which Ghost Lights is the seventh volume (check out the rest, if you haven’t already; the titles are in alphabetical order), that’s a question I get asked a lot. The honest answer, though, is that I don’t know until I happen across it. That’s not very helpful to would-be contributors, but the fact is, there is no simple formula for producing a good story. Some stories succeed purely because the ideas that propel them are so wild and original; others grab you because you care deeply about the characters, or because the relationships within them are so compelling. Some stories have simple conceits, but are full of such tension, or such excitement, that you find yourself unable to stop feverishly turning the pages, or scrolling down the screen. Others win you over through humour that is both genuinely funny and brilliantly sustained. Some stories are incredibly moving (it’s a real skill to write a story that is moving rather than maudlin), or weave pertinent observations on the human condition into the narrative. If done skilfully (and usually subtly), this will provide a story with extra depth, and make it more than the sum of its parts.

			Ultimately, though, good stories, the ones that stand out in a crowd, have an indefinable energy about them, a sense of life, of truth even, that shines out and demands your attention. It might sound contradictory, but even the darkest, most gruesome, most nihilistic stories can have this shine to them.

			And it’s that that I’m looking for.

			The above is probably not all that helpful, so what I thought I’d do in this year’s introduction is take this anthology story by story, and tell you what appealed to me about each of them.

			What I love about Rachel Harrison’s writing is its clarity, its immediacy; it grabs you from the get-go and doesn’t relinquish its grip until the story is told. Her characters, and the relationships between them, are beautifully observed and her dialogue chimes with naturalness and truth. In ‘Breakup Song’, I was immediately drawn to her central character, Jo, and felt sympathy for her situation. Plus, I’m a sucker for stories about creepy, ‘possessed’ artifacts.

			Stephen Volk’s ‘Hellish Night’ has an evocative setting – a deathbed; a storm-lashed night – and hints at a troubled relationship that reveals its secrets slowly and tantalisingly. Stephen is a master when it comes to pacing. He knows exactly how to keep you writhing on the hook as he cranks up the tension and the dread, notch by excruciating notch.

			Montanna Rayne Harling’s ‘Home Exterminators’ possesses a strong core – a mother/child relationship that is loving but difficult – and a very weird premise that might have come across as silly in the wrong hands, but which she handles with a pragmatism that makes it not only convincing, but itchily creepy too.

			What always appeals to me about Josh Malerman’s work is his willingness to grab a crazy or difficult concept and run with it. He goes where others fear to tread; in Bird Box and its sequel Malorie, for instance, he puts enormous restrictions on himself by telling his story through characters who are effectively blind. In ‘Leg Stretch’, his third contribution to anthologies I’ve edited, he takes that most innocuous of locations – an all-American diner, full of accommodating locals, in broad daylight – and introduces an element so full of dread that it ties your stomach into knots.

			Mo Perkins’s ‘The Woman in the Box’ is delightfully simple, and delightfully odd. What I loved about this story was the viewpoint character. But to say any more would be to give too much away.

			‘A Cold Moon in December’ by Christa Carmen is a mindbender of a story. Clues are scattered like breadcrumbs throughout the narrative, but just when you think you know where it’s going, the plot takes an unexpected turn. I loved that.

			Eric LaRocca has a unique, and often oblique, approach to horror. His stories tend to be an unsettling blend of tenderness and nihilism, and he is not afraid to confront taboos head on, which invariably makes for an uncomfortable but exhilarating read. What appealed to me about ‘The Apiary’ was that its dream-like strangeness is underpinned by an achingly moving account of a boy seeking connection with his ailing father. It’s a heartrending but beautiful piece of work.

			‘Monster in the Water’ by Stephen D. Koester is a balls-to-the-wall creature feature with a vulnerable but gutsy heroine. I loved the tension of this, I loved the depiction of the titular monster, and I loved the surprisingly uncompromising way in which our protagonist, 13-year-old Ellie, is portrayed.

			Laura Purcell writes elegant, twisty, macabre tales in historical (often Victorian) settings. ‘Waterloo Teeth’ follows that remit to a certain extent, but whereas her novels tend to be ambiguously supernatural, if at all, this story takes the brakes off and charges full-pelt into possession/zombie territory. Reading this, I got the sense that Laura was having great fun writing it. Its core idea is dark and repellent, but its execution is genuinely, albeit macabrely, funny.

			I love a bit of folk horror, and Ally Wilkes’s ‘The Passing Places’ is a prime example of it. It’s ominous, it’s paranoia-inducing, and there’s a real sense of long-held traditions, perhaps or perhaps not instigated by ancient forces, coming together to create a situation which, for the victim, is inescapable.

			What I loved about David Farrow’s ‘The Ghosts We Create’ was the way he took the horror trope of the haunted house and turned it into a story about trauma, guilt, acceptance and redemption. Here, through the eyes of a family’s youngest member, we experience the repercussions of a family haunted by far more than mere spirits from beyond the grave. As a child, Gordon’s biggest fear is not the eyeless woman who sits at the end of his bed, but that his father, seething with toxic masculinity, will find out that he’s gay. There is so much going on in this story, and it is steeped in an atmosphere of quiet dread and deep melancholy. Beautiful stuff.

			No one can match Ramsey Campbell when it comes to creating an atmosphere of sheer dislocating wrongness. The precision of his writing is such that when it came to editing this story I couldn’t find a single word or even comma out of place, or think of a single suggestion that would make it better. Stomach-squirmingly uncomfortable to read, and shot through with humour of the deepest, purest black, ‘The Final Slide’ is the work of a true master.

			On the surface, Angela Sylvaine’s ‘The Man Will Creep’ is another variation on the urban legend of ‘Bloody Mary’, but what I felt elevated her take on the story was both the vividly portrayed setting and characters, and also the increasing emphasis on the psychology behind the tale – and I’ll say no more for fear of spoilers.

			‘The Linnhe Queen’ by Sally Hughes is as lean as it gets: two characters, a stripped back narrative, a single location. The real strength of this deceptively simple story, however, is its brooding, intense atmosphere. A deeply evocative tale, it has depths that are as dark and murky as the ancient loch on which it takes place.

			Last year I read Eliza Clark’s collection She’s Always Hungry, and was so impressed by her imagination, by the assuredness of her writing, and by her razor-sharp observational skills that I vowed that, whatever it took, I had to persuade this exciting new talent to write me a story. Fortunately, all it took was an email, and hey presto, ‘Closed Circuit’ is the sublime result. Like a 2020s version of Rear Window, this is a grimy but riveting tale of two acutely wrought characters living lives of isolated desperation. I was gripped by this story from the outset, and was hugely impressed by Eliza’s skill in creating an antagonist which, although only hinted at, is truly terrifying.

			On the surface, ‘Loon Voices’ by Michael Rowe is a gentle, melancholic tale of a mother and her young son trying to come to terms with their grief. The rural location, the mournful cries of birds on the lake, and the suggestion of dark, rural legends that permeate the area combine to create an effect that, however elusive, is nevertheless deeply creepy.

			One of several stories in which technology is seen as a hostile enemy – albeit a cold and perhaps even a non-sentient one – ‘Blurred and Frozen’ showcases Carl Tait’s skill in creating both a strong premise and a compelling narrative. I was immediately swept up in our protagonist Ashley’s predicament and rooting for her to win through at the end. It’s not easy to create immediately identifiable and sympathetic characters and tell a good story in just a few thousand words, but Carl makes it look easy.

			Like Ramsey Campbell, Robert Shearman has a style and an approach that is uniquely his own. Blessed with an incredible imagination, Robert’s ideas are often so outlandish that in lesser hands they would fall apart. But Robert writes with such skill, such humour, such warmth, and such truth, that he not only makes us believe but he compels us to become fully invested in the tall tales that he’s spinning. For all its humour and absurdity, ‘The Balcony’ is, at its core, a very dark and powerful story. Not only does it contain moments of truly stomach-churning body horror, but it also deals with some major themes, among them childhood trauma, neglect, toxic masculinity and burgeoning sexuality.

			Keith Rosson has been around for a while, but it’s only in the past three or four years that his excellent work is finally being recognised. Rich Tuttle, his protagonist in ‘Kittens’, is an anti-hero who is down on his luck, an underdog that we immediately find ourselves rooting for. What Rich discovers, though, when forced by desperation into a situation he’d rather avoid, is truly horrifying. Reading ‘Kittens’ is like watching a car crash in slow motion. We want everything to turn out all right, but it’s so horribly compelling that we can’t turn away.

			‘Blood Moon’ by C.J. Tudor is a glorious romp that gleefully takes a horror trope and runs with it. I can imagine this one as a no-holds-barred monster movie full of tension, excitement and buckets of gore. Hugely entertaining and crackling with energy, it’s a fitting climax to an anthology that has hopefully – as is always my intention with this series – acted as a display window for the best of modern horror fiction in all its many and varied hues.

			Mark Morris

		

	
		
			Breakup Song

			Rachel Harrison

			In his absence, the world drained of colour. I felt a constant draught, a heaviness in my chest that was impossible to forget, to relieve. My friends brought me pints of expensive ice cream and bottles of cheap wine and baby pink macarons and greasy fast food. They brought me soft, cosy blankets and tucked me in, put on funny movies. But I couldn’t eat or drink, I couldn’t get warm or comfortable, and I couldn’t laugh. I couldn’t even listen to music.

			Nothing could soothe me.

			He moved out, and I couldn’t bear to live alone where we had lived together. So, I found a new place in a new neighbourhood that somehow still reminded me of him. It was nice enough. A corner unit with large windows and an updated kitchen. It had a walk-in closet, with something small and seemingly harmless left inside.

			I discovered it while unpacking, knee-deep in cardboard, lamenting the fact that you could commit to building a life with someone, give them the better half of your twenties, and then they could just change their mind and leave you for a hot tattooed barista named Nicolette. And suddenly, there it was.

			An iPod. I hadn’t seen one in years. It was a purple Nano. My older sister had a green one when I was a kid, and sometimes she’d let me borrow it. Then we all got iPhones, and the iPods were put out to pasture.

			There was a pair of wired headphones wrapped around it.

			I picked it up, untangled the headphones, wiped off the earbuds on my shirt. Compelled by curiosity, or nostalgia, or maybe something else, something enigmatic, I popped the buds into my ears. The iPod screen glowed awake.

			I anticipated some songs from the early aughts. Emo rock, or prime Britney. But there was only one song. ‘Track 1’. No artist attributed.

			I pressed play.

			At first, I thought it was ‘Malibu’ by Hole. But then I realised it was a song I’d never heard before, a singer I’d never heard. Her voice was stunning. Such a rich, unique tone. Such emotion. Such range.

			“There’s a door out to the back, and through it I find the life I should’ve been living, instead of wasting all this time on you…”

			I loved the song immediately, completely.

			I sat down on the floor, leaned back against the wall. Listening.

			“You poured me out, wrung me out, and you’re still thirsty, baby, but now I’m empty and you turn me upside down, shake me out, and wonder why I’m bone dry…”

			All the other music, the other breakup songs I’d tried to listen to just made me feel shitty. But this song… this song felt like trying on a pair of jeans that fit perfectly.

			“I don’t want to hear you speak my name, unless you’re asking me to come back to drown with you…”

			I stared at the closet wall, at the unpacked boxes, and when the song was over, I didn’t need to press repeat. It started playing again on its own.

			I thought it was a sign, I thought it was the universe helping me heal.

			I was so devastated; how could I fathom things could get any worse?

			* * *

			“Why do you do this to yourself, Jo?” Caroline asked me, picking a chunk of pineapple off her slice of pizza. She brought over a Hawaiian because it’s my favourite, though she was vocal about “not getting it”.

			“Do what?”

			“Look at her Instagram. It’s, it’s… self-flagellation. It’s not good. No, ma’am.”

			“No human should be allowed to look like this,” I said. I’d created a shadow account for the sole purpose of stalking her. I was logged into it then, neglecting my pizza so I could study a photo of her in a string bikini, posing next to an impressive sandcastle that she built herself. She wasn’t just a barista; she was a sculptor. An infuriatingly talented one.

			“You shouldn’t be jealous of her,” Caroline said, dramatically gagging as she picked off yet another pineapple chunk. “You should feel sorry for her. The way you feel now, she’s gonna feel five years down the road.”

			“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe he’ll marry her.”

			“Even worse. Imagine being married to such an asshole.”

			“He’s not an—”

			“Please,” she said. “He’s a giant fucking asshole. Not up for debate.”

			I ignored her, scrolled to another photo. This one was of Nicolette playing with her hairless cat, Uncle Fester.

			“Do you think she knows about me?” I asked Caroline.

			“No,” she said, gnawing on some crust. “I present to the jury more evidence of him being a giant fucking asshole. Gaping asshole.”

			“Okay, okay,” I said, sighing. “You’ve made your point.”

			“What’s this? Jo?”

			I tore my eyes away from my phone, from Nicolette’s page. Caroline had picked up the iPod. It was on my pillow. The night before, I’d listened to the song in hopes it would help me fall asleep. It worked. It was actually the first solid night of sleep I’d gotten since he left.

			“That’s my emotional support iPod,” I said. “Duh.”

			“Do you also have an emotional support subscription to Cosmo? Emotional support Juicy tracksuit? Do you want me to take you to PacSun? Are we about to go on the Atkins diet and pluck out our eyebrows? What exactly are we doing here?”

			“I found it,” I said. “There’s only one song on it, but I’m kind of in love with it.”

			“What’s the song?”

			“Track one? I don’t know. I don’t think it’s, like, a known song. Maybe whoever owned the iPod recorded it. A local band or something.” I experienced this sudden, intense aversion. This fluttering sensation adjacent to nausea. I really didn’t want to talk about the iPod – or the song – with Caroline. I felt like I’d already said too much, and if I said anything else, it would cause me pain. My throat went dry, and there was a pressure in my head, like my brain was no longer alone in my skull.

			 So I changed the subject. “Have I thanked you for bringing over this pizza that you find so repulsive? Have I told you what an amazing friend you are and how much I appreciate you?”

			“I can’t recall,” she said, setting the iPod back down on my pillow and tapping a finger to her chin. She grinned. “You have. And you’re welcome.”

			After she left, I wrapped the leftover pizza in plastic and put it in the fridge, though I still had no appetite and no intention of ever eating it. Caroline had also brought over some sparkling rosé, and I’d never been a big drinker, but I poured myself a glass and took it to bed with me. I held it in one hand, my phone in the other, and I looked at old pictures of him, of me, of us together. And then of her. This ethereally gorgeous and talented thief.

			He hadn’t been forthcoming about the fact there was someone else. Not at first. Not until I begged him to stay.

			It made more sense than him just falling out of love with me, and it stung like hell, but it also gave me someone to blame other than him, other than myself. I think I needed that.

			My phone died eventually, and I didn’t bother to plug it in. Instead, I reached for the iPod. I put in the earbuds and turned it on.

			I stared at the screen for a long time, suspended by confusion.

			There was no more ‘Track 1’. Only ‘Track 2’.

			I doubted my memory. Maybe it had been ‘Track 2’ all along?

			I hovered my thumb, hesitant to press play.

			My heart pounded – thump, thump, thump, thump – and sweat squirmed through my pores, crept down from the crown of my head. I’d spent the last few weeks oscillating between sad and numb, and so to feel something else – anything else – was still alien to me. In that moment, I couldn’t distinguish between dread and excitement.

			I assumed the latter and hit play.

			It was the same singer, same band, same alt rock sound. But it was a different song.

			“Mercy on me, ma-ma-ma-mercy on me, I wish she wasn’t around, and you were still with me,” she sang. “The streetlamps glow like sweet little moons, wind in my hair like violence, telling me what I should do…”

			I sank into my pillow. This song was more up-tempo. A little more aggressive.

			I liked it.

			I liked it so much that I forgot about Track 1, that I didn’t stop to wonder where it had disappeared to, and why, or how. I just sat in bed, staring at the light reaching its long, skinny fingers through the narrow slats of blinds, light from the streetlamp outside my window. I just sat there listening.

			“Mercy on me, ma-ma-ma-mercy on me, I wish she wasn’t around, and soon she won’t be. Mercy on me, ma-ma-ma-mercy on me, and this revenge fantasy…”

			* * *

			My commute to work from my new apartment was about a fifteen-minute bus ride, but the bus was always late, and I could walk it in forty, so I started walking. There was a route I could take to avoid passing the café where Nicolette worked.

			I didn’t take that route.

			The first two days I walked by, I didn’t go in. I just looked. It was a trendy place with funky wallpaper and neon signs. They served coffee and bagels and sandwiches and giant pastries that had amassed a local fanbase. It was relatively new, and I had this ephemeral memory of him mentioning it to me once. That he’d gone in, and it was good. Worthy of the hype.

			It’s possible I conjured up this memory while trying to piece together a timeline of events, pinpoint the moment where it all went wrong. Anything is possible.

			On the third day, I brought the iPod with me so I could listen to Track 2 as I walked. I’d been listening at home, at night to help me fall asleep, but I’d never taken it outside the apartment before. I felt weird about it. Anxious.

			I’d transcribed all the lyrics and Googled them, hoping I could find out the name of the singer, the band, but nothing came up. The song seemed only to exist on the iPod, and so I didn’t want to lose it. It was the only thing making me feel better. My only source of relief.

			I held it tight in my clammy hand as I passed the café, turning to peer inside.

			She wasn’t there in the morning, on my way to work, but she was there on my way home.

			“Mercy on me, ma-ma-ma-mercy on me—”

			I hit pause and went inside, carefully wrapping the headphones around the iPod, tucking them both safe in my jacket pocket.

			She stood behind the counter wearing a striped beanie, her hair in a long braid. She wore no makeup. She had thick, fluffy eyebrows, dark lashes, freckles. Her eyes were pale green. Her lips were full, the kind of full women pay for, suffer needles for, but hers were natural. Her nose was small, her cheekbones high. She was dressed in baggy denim overalls that somehow still managed to flatter her figure. She smiled at me, her teeth white and straight.

			“Hello, welcome in! What can I get started for you?”

			Even her voice was lovely.

			“Um…”

			What am I doing? I wondered, in a brief moment of brutal lucidity. What the hell am I doing?

			“If you need any recommendations, just let me know!” she said. It was obvious that she didn’t recognise me. That she had no idea who I was. That she had no idea she’d destroyed my life.

			“Sure.” I was curious. What would she recommend? What did she like? We loved the same man. What else did we have in common? What other shared tastes?

			“This time of day I usually go for a London Fog.”

			“That sounds good,” I said. “Perfect.”

			“Perfect,” she repeated. She went off to make my drink, and someone else rang me up at the register.

			I waited by the bar, watching her dance around as she frothed milk. When she finished and slid the drink across the counter toward me, she said, “Let me know what you think! Hope you’ll come in again.”

			“I will,” I said, smiling at her.

			I set the drink down on a table so I could put my headphones in, then I picked it up and left, stealing a final look at her as I went through the door.

			It was cold out and had started to mist. I took a sip of the London Fog. It was just right, not bland but not too sweet. I threw it into the nearest trashcan and took the iPod out of my pocket.

			Track 2 was gone, replaced by Track 3. Somehow, I was unfazed.

			The song was acoustic, much softer than the first two tracks.

			“Cold weather, warm milk, I haven’t eaten in days. Hot tea, dry eyes, you keep me locked in your ribcage. I forget what the light feels like, and all the while she’s smiling…”

			There was a shift in the song. Drums came in. Distortion. The singer started to scream.

			“I’d tear the smile from her lips, shatter every tooth, I’d shove my fist down her throat and pull out her heart and show it to you, I’d show it to you because if you don’t want me, you don’t get her, and she can’t have you, youuuu, youuuuu…”

			She went on screaming and screaming and screaming and screaming and screaming, until the song started itself over again.

			I considered stopping it. I was aware that the iPod was uncanny, and I knew it wasn’t good for me to listen, that it was exacerbating an ugliness that the breakup had seeded in me. That it was intensifying an unhealthy obsession.

			But it was a really good song.

			* * *

			Caroline and Greer coaxed me out of my apartment, coming by unannounced and threatening to set up camp unless I got ready and went to dinner with them. I’d been living in the apartment for almost two weeks at that point, and I’d been listening to Track 3 nonstop for about eight days.

			I resisted going back to the café but continued to walk by.

			“Have you given any thought to when you want to get back out there?” Greer asked, already on her second cocktail of the evening though we hadn’t even gotten our appetisers. “Because I could set up your Bumble profile, no problem.”

			“Greer,” Caroline said, waving her off. “Too soon.”

			“Is it, though?” Greer asked. “You’re twenty-seven, gorgeous, smart, have a great job in tech—”

			“I’m on the business side. I don’t do anything cool and techy,” I said.

			“Still! You’re too young to throw in the towel!”

			“She’s not throwing in the towel,” Caroline said. “She’s taking a healthy pause to process the end of a significant relationship.”

			“We could still get back together,” I said, watching the tealight candle on our table flicker – little flame dance. “If it weren’t for her, we never would have broken up.”

			“Lord. You want to take this?” Greer said to Caroline.

			“Joanna, it’s not about her,” Caroline said, reaching across the table for my hand. “If it wasn’t her, it’d be someone else. He’s one of those people who’s just never satisfied. How many jobs has he had since you’ve known him? He went back to school, what, twice? Changed his mind. He was going to be a personal trainer and then he was going to be a welder, and then and then and then. You spent so much time and energy supporting him. Emotionally, and financially. And I think that’s what makes this so hard.”

			“Is that it?” I asked, pulling my hand away. I tasted salt. A tear.

			“Jo…”

			I didn’t want to be at the restaurant. I wanted to be in my bed listening to Track 3. Listening to someone screaming their goddamn head off. Listening to someone convey the hurt that I felt.

			“Jo! What are you doing? Jo! Stop!”

			My vision was tear-drowned, so I couldn’t quite see. But I became aware of the sensation. And I could smell it. Burning.

			I was holding my right middle finger over the tealight, over the flame. Letting it burn me.

			Caroline grabbed my hand and stuck it in a glass of ice water.

			“Jo! Oh my God…” Greer said. She and Caroline exchanged a nervous look.

			“Can you take me back to my apartment?” I asked. “Can you leave me the fuck alone?”

			When they dropped me off, Caroline insisted on coming inside to “check things out”. She went into the bathroom, opened the medicine cabinet. Then she started rummaging around the kitchen.

			“Have you been eating?” she asked, opening the fridge to find the now-mouldy Hawaiian pizza.

			“I’m sad. I’m allowed to be sad.”

			“I know,” she said. “But this isn’t just sad. You’re scaring me. You’re wasting away. Are you sleeping?”

			“Yeah.” I was telling the truth, but she was sceptical.

			“You look exhausted. And I feel like it’s getting worse. I’m really worried. Is it the new apartment? Do you want to come stay with me?”

			“I’m fine.”

			She sighed. “Okay, ma’am.”

			She made me promise to call her in the morning, and then she left.

			I changed into my pyjamas and climbed into bed. I thought there might be a new track, but it was still Track 3. The lyrics were a little different, though.

			“Bad weather, warm knife, go starve yourself for days. Hot flame, wet eyes, in the quiet there’s only rage. You forget what joy feels like, and all the while he’s smiling…”

			The song shifted, with the drums and the distortion, though this time, another voice came in. A quiet voice. A strange voice. A hideous voice.

			It said, “You’re not sad, you’re angry. You’re not sad, you’re angry. You’re not sad, you’re angry. You’re not sad, you’re angry. You’re not sad, you’re angry. You’re not sad, you’re angry. You’re not sad, you’re angry.”

			It said it until I knew it was true.

			* * *

			Caroline was right to be sceptical. I might not have been sleeping. I might have just been staring off into space, losing time, listening to Track 3 over and over. I realised this after I passed out at work and my coworker insisted on escorting me to urgent care.

			“I recently moved,” I told the doctor. “I’m getting used to the place. Not sleeping great.”

			“Are you on any medication?” She was also sceptical of me. My clothes had gotten loose. My skin dry and peeling. My hair thin – it’d been coming out in clumps, clogging the shower drain.

			“No. No medication.”

			“Recreational drug use?”

			“I used to smoke weed, but I don’t anymore.” I only ever smoked with him.

			“What about alcohol?”

			“I had a glass of rosé maybe two weeks ago? I don’t know. I don’t really drink.”

			The doctor shrugged. The waiting room was full, and I could tell she was torn between just believing me so she could move on to the next patient, and genuine concern for my wellbeing.

			“Any history of anaemia?”

			“I’m going through a breakup.” I hated saying the words out loud, hated how they sounded, how they tasted – rancid. But they were my way out.

			“Ah,” she said, nodding. “We’ve all been there. Look, you’ve got good insurance, couldn’t hurt to find someone to talk to. Should be covered.”

			“Yeah,” I said, and I heard the strange voice in my head. You’re not sad, you’re angry.

			“Take care of yourself, okay? It’ll get better in time,” the doctor said.

			My coworker called an Uber for me. I got in, let it drop me at my apartment. I waited for it to pull away, and then I started to walk. I walked to the café.

			“Hey! London Fog!” She remembered me.

			“My friends call me Foggy.”

			“Miss Foggy,” she said, bowing her head. It wasn’t fair that she was charming, too. “Same thing? Try something else?”

			“You pick,” I said. “I trust your judgement.”

			“I won’t let you down,” she said, winking. “Any allergies? Caffeinated, decaf?”

			“No allergies. Caffeine is fine. Necessary.”

			“Girl after my own heart.”

			I wanted to hate her. It was much easier to hate her while scrolling through her perfect pictures. Much easier to hate her than it was to hate him, than it was to hate myself.

			It occurred to me then, as I stood there watching her press buttons on the espresso machine, that it wasn’t so much about the loss of him. I wasn’t in agony over the emptiness on the other side of the bed. I missed him, of course I did, but the ache of missing him wasn’t what was torturing me.

			You’re not sad, you’re angry.

			It was the loss of time. Of energy. Of the years taken from me. The money. The love and effort expended for someone who sucked me dry and then up and left. Left me for someone who got to be ignorant of all that I’d given. All that I’d sacrificed.

			You’re not sad, you’re angry.

			It was that they got to be happy while I was robbed of things I could never get back.

			“Okay, I went rogue,” said Nicolette. “It’s a peanut butter oat milk mocha with a shot of espresso. It’s not on the menu, it’s my own mad invention. I hope you like it!”

			“Sounds great.”

			She slid a sleeve on the cup and rang me up. “See you soon, yeah?”

			“Yeah. You’ll see me soon.”

			I went outside and found a bench nearby. I sat down, took off the lid, and took a small sip. It was very sweet, but I drank it anyway, while I listened to Track 4.

			It sounded a lot like Track 1, only with a more distinctive bassline.

			“I only ever thought about you, went dizzy in your orbit, built you a kingdom with my bare hands, to be buried under it …”

			The strange voice was back. A whispering underneath the music. Again, it said, “You’re not sad, you’re angry.”

			As the song faded out, the singer and the strange voice joined in harmony.

			“You’re not sad, you’re angry,” they sang. And then, “What are you going to do about it?”

			* * *

			One sick day turned into two turned into six. Track 4 turned into Track 5. Not a song, but a loop of riotous screaming and laughter. It was loud but I couldn’t turn down the volume. I stayed in bed, and I listened.

			Caroline called, Greer called, my mother called. I ignored them. The pizza in the fridge went green and fuzzy.

			I had these fleeting moments of clarity, like a ray of sunlight defying a dark storm cloud. Moments where I would tell myself that something was wrong, and that I needed help, but the noise was so loud. I couldn’t hear myself. My voice got lost. Or stolen. My throat was inflamed, but if I tried to drink water, I’d just throw it up.

			My eyes went bloodshot. It hurt to keep them open, but when I closed them, I saw things I didn’t want to see.

			The things described in Track 6.

			“Your new girl does look so pretty, with her hair tied back like that. Your new girl won’t look so pretty, with her skull smashed in half. Don’t you know, have you forgot, red is my favourite colour, baby, colour, baby. There’s a hammer in my hand, in my hand, in my hand. There’s a hammer in my hand, in my hand, in my hand, whoa… It’ll be fun, but once she’s done, I’ll take the knife out my back, and it’ll be your turn…”

			The strange voice was absent from Track 6. Mostly. I thought maybe I could hear it cackling during the chorus, but I wasn’t sure.

			I also wasn’t sure how I got the hammer. It was just there. On my kitchen counter, next to my bag, my keys, my dead phone.

			Unlike my phone, the iPod never died.

			I took all of it with me when I finally left my apartment. The iPod, my dead phone, my keys, my bag. The hammer.

			I cleaned myself up, first. So much hair came out in the shower. Fistfuls. It didn’t disturb me. Neither did my bones, which I could see clearly. My ribs, especially. I could count them all.

			In the mirror was a face I didn’t recognise. It smiled back at me, with teeth gone yellow after weeks of neglect.

			“Hello,” said a voice that wasn’t mine. That sounded just like the strange voice. “Hello.”

			It laughed and laughed.

			“Better get going,” it said, after a long time. “You have something you need to do.”

			* * *

			“Miss Fog!”

			“Hello.” I sounded like me again, though maybe a little hoarse.

			“Haven’t seen you in a while. I was afraid I’d scared you off with my peanut butter mocha concoction.”

			I shook my head. “Nah. But I don’t know if I could handle another.”

			“Fair enough,” she said. “Don’t have a sweet tooth?”

			“Not really. You?”

			“Big time. Drives my boyfriend crazy. I’ll be in bed eating Snickers at midnight and he’ll be like, I don’t know how you live like this.”

			Caroline once got upset when we were all out to dinner. She said he’d shamed me out of getting dessert. I told her she was making something out of nothing.

			 “So, what’ll it be?”

			“Just a coffee, please. Black. For here.”

			“Okay,” she said, smiling. “You can have a seat. I’ll bring it to you.”

			I found a spot in the corner. I set my bag down on the table, hammer inside making a loud clank. Loud even over all the noise in my head. All the tracks playing simultaneously. The strange voice telling me I was angry. The doctor telling me to talk to someone. Caroline telling me she was worried. Him telling me he was sorry; that it wasn’t working out. That he cared about me, but we’d lost the spark.

			I wanted quiet but I was afraid of the quiet. Afraid of what waited for me there.

			I put my headphones in and pressed play on a new track. Track 7.

			“What are you gonna do with that hammer, Jo? What are you gonna do with that hammer? What are you gonna do? What are you gonna do? Don’t you want to feel better, Jo? Don’t you want to feel better? Go on, Jo. Put that hurt on someone else.”

			I opened my eyes, and Nicolette was there, setting a mug down in front of me.

			She said something, but I couldn’t really hear her, so I pulled out my earbuds.

			“Sorry?”

			“Is that an iPod?” she asked. “My older sister had one and I would beg her to let me borrow it and she refused.”

			“Really? My sister had one, too. But she let me listen.”

			“Lucky,” she said. Then she put her hands on her hips, looked down at the floor, then back up at me. “Hey, um. I know who you are.”

			“What?”

			“I recognised you the first time you came in.”

			“I’m sorry?” I began to wrap my headphones around the iPod. As I did, I slowly reached toward my bag. I would put the iPod in and take the hammer out, and I would put the hurt on someone else, someone other than myself.

			“I’m the new girlfriend, you came by to check me out. I get it. I mean, the only reason I knew it was you was because I went creeping on your Insta. I just… I felt shitty about pretending. And I know you guys were together for a while. I don’t know. I don’t know.”

			I could feel the hammer, my hand closing around the handle. And I could hear all the songs, all the voices. Especially the strange voice. It was so, so loud. So foul. So violent. I couldn’t remember a time before it was in my head. I couldn’t remember a life without it, I couldn’t imagine what it would be like.

			“Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.”

			“No,” I said. “I’m sorry. I’m embarrassed. I’m… not myself. I haven’t been myself.”

			She put her head in her hands. “Ugh, this is shitty! It’s shitty. I don’t know. I hope we’re cool. Can we be cool?”

			“I have something for you,” I said, as I pulled my hand out of my bag.

			“No way,” she said, as I slipped the iPod from my palm into hers.

			“You can tell your sister. Brag about it. Consider it a peace offering. We’re cool.”

			“Really? I don’t want to take your iPod.”

			“Honestly, I just found it a few weeks ago at my new place. Old tenant must have left it behind. There’s only one track on it, but it’s really good. Don’t know who it’s by.”

			“Can I listen?” she asked, unwrapping the headphones.

			“It’s all yours.”

			She grinned as she put the earbuds in, as she pressed play.

			“Ooo,” she said after a moment. “I really love this guy’s voice. I fucking love old school R&B. My fave.”

			“You like it?”

			She took another moment, listened. I watched something pass across her beautiful, beautiful face. A shadow. Her eyes closed, and then opened again.

			“I love this song,” she said. “I’ve never heard it before.”

			I know it was wrong to give it to her.

			I know I should have at least warned her. But I knew she wouldn’t hear it until she was ready. Until her heart was broken, until a bitterness took root, until she looked in the mirror and saw someone she didn’t recognise. I had to learn the hard way, had to suffer, face the music. And she would, too.

			I stood up, grabbed my hammer-heavy bag, and left.

			Outside, the air smelled clean and fresh. It was warm enough that I could take off my jacket. I could hear birdsong, car horns, children laughing, an ice cream truck. I set off to find the truck. I wanted ice cream, rainbow sprinkles. I wanted to run fast, to dance in the street. I wanted to float up to the sky. It was the most vibrant blue.

		

	
		
			Hellish Night

			Stephen Volk

			It was biblical. The downpour. The deluge. She’d abruptly switched off the news after taking the exit to Stroud off the M4, flipping the wipers from slow to fast, on and off, as the rain hopped schizophrenically from drizzle to torrential in unpredictable pockets. Then the skies had darkened and opened as she passed through Cricklade, Latton, and Cerney Wick, where bullets of water machine-gunned the road surface, and everyone, headlights now on, decided to drop below the speed limit, an indication in itself that the apocalypse was surely imminent.

			She couldn’t help but bend forward over the steering wheel, squinting to make sense of the blurred shapes framed by the windscreen, but they remained a rippling curtain of abstract blobs, washed away then returning in force, attempting to sharpen into a cogent picture of reality, only to fail. Fail again. Fail better, as Samuel Beckett said.

			The poetry programme on Radio 4 echoed in her mind. Had she failed? Was this about her failure? Failure for what? And in that self-condemnation, conjuring the ghosts of a dozen well-meaning counsellors from her past, he had her. Had her again. By the throat.

			She found the cottage hospital without too much effort, though she’d never been there before. Never knew it existed till now. Nor the name of the town it was in, till the ward manager told her on the phone, giving her the postcode for the satnav, thank God. Roni being next of kin, as she knew, but didn’t want to think about – till she had to.

			She reversed into a space, yanked on the handbrake. Shocked to see a police car opposite, triggering the inevitable flashback – except it’d had its lights on, that night, an incarnation ago, drowning the whole street in strobes of underwater blue, bathing every single neighbour standing, craning their necks to get a good look, a good nose to pollute their good lives, as the uniforms hauled her dad down the stairs, pyjamas half hanging off, handcuffing him, her dream already broken, and all she wanted to say was, don’t step on the Lego, Dad. All she could see was his bare feet and their big black boots and the Lego pieces she hadn’t tidied up the night before.

			She held her raincoat over her head with upstretched arms, examining the parking charges on the sign as the rainfall pattered on the umbrella of her. She scanned the QR code and scuttled under the porch, half-drenched, to feed in her details and pay.

			“They’ve got you every bloody way these days.” A toothless old man in a wheelchair wrapped prehensile lips around the last shred of a tatty cigarette. “Every orifice, you’re buggered.”

			She shook the rain off her coat and slid her arms into the sleeves as his cough rattled with semi-dislodged phlegm. She noticed one of his lower limbs was missing and he had the empty leg of his trousers tucked under him.

			The Information Desk showed no one in attendance, the place seemingly deserted. She didn’t know what departments it specialised in – gynaecology, paediatrics, minor injuries – but at least there weren’t drunks kicking off in A&E or trolleys rushing past with the victims of motorcycle accidents. She’d seen enough of that backdrop with her mother, sat waiting to hear how serious the binge blackout was this time. Sat in her nightie and dressing gown reading The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. Disappointed when she had to stop and be taken home, when the policewoman took her by the hand.

			Luckily she’d written the ward number on the back of her hand and made her way to it using the colour-coded arrows on the walls. A sign taped to the door said visiting hours were strictly 14:30–19:30. For a moment she thought the message from the ward manager had been fictitious or a joke. She tucked her wet hair behind her ears and buzzed the intercom as water trickled down the back of her neck.

			“Yes?”

			“Hello. My name’s Veronica Slad. I’ve come to see my father? I got a phone call? His name is Ivo? Ivo Slad?”

			“Hold on.”

			Curt. But fair enough. Middle of the night. Long shift, probably. Overworked, probably. Underpaid, definitely. Roni knew she couldn’t do what they do, never in a million years. Hold the wizened paws of strangers. Wipe their bottoms. Watch them die. Perhaps it was easier when they were blank slates. When you didn’t know what they’d done in their lives. You could tell yourself they were saints.

			A mechanical growl released the lock. She went in and the door swung shut behind her, the draught rustling sheets of paper pinned randomly to a notice board. They settled like doves on a wall.

			The nurse was already walking away from her, so she followed. The screen of an out-of-date computer monitor glowed, fringed with a headdress of yellow and pink Post-it notes.

			“How is he?”

			“You can sit in the relatives’ room or sit with him.”

			“I’ll sit with him, if that’s all right. How is he doing?”

			“Haven’t you been told?”

			“No, I’ve only just got here.”

			They reached a door that was open a few inches.

			“Can the doctor fill me in?”

			“He will, but he has other patients to see. You’ll have to wait.”

			“I realise that. I wasn’t arguing. I meant ‘at some point’.” Roni stopped herself saying what she wanted to say. “Listen. Sorry, I’ve been driving for hours. It’s a terrible night out there.”

			“It’s a terrible night in here, most nights.”

			The nurse had a notable stain above her left nipple. Perhaps it was coffee, thought Roni. Perhaps it was saliva, or a dribble of soup from the microwave that had missed her mouth.

			“Can I get you anything?”

			“No. Thank you. Actually, do you have a glass of water?”

			“You can get still or sparkling from the drinks machine at the end of the corridor.”

			Roni didn’t fancy braving the intercom a second time, and didn’t fancy working out what coins the drinks machine took, and mostly wanted to see her dying fucking father, but said “Thanks” quietly, trying not to sound sarcastic or ungrateful.

			The nurse departed and Roni pushed the door ajar.

			Hello, Dad.

			Stick arms lying on top of the blanket, she saw a shrivelled mummy of a man. A monkey carved out of weathered bark. She didn’t see that there could be muscle there below the layers that covered him. It looked to her like an arrangement of bones laid out against the monstrous pillow that made him look even more shrunken and insubstantial. But the beard – now grey – she remembered, even if the crater-like hollows of his cheeks she didn’t. And the wide nostrils had not diminished even though they were under the hissing see-through oxygen mask and he was at death’s door.

			Here I am, Daddy.

			He couldn’t hear, even if she had spoken it aloud. She knew that. He was unconscious. She could see his chest rising and falling, but his eyes were mercifully shut, and standing there she was suddenly fearful they would open and behold her, full of pleading or demand. Yet part of her wanted him to, even as part of her wanted to turn and flee. Why was she here, she asked herself? Because there was nobody else. Plain and simple. That made it seem like she was doing it for him, but she wasn’t. She was doing it for herself.

			A rose of pain blossomed hotly on the right-hand side of her face. The cracked cheekbone had long since healed, as much as it ever would, but the memory was there, in the flesh. Just as it was in her damaged spine from being thrown downstairs. The feelings came back to haunt her, to rescue her, to remind her he was a violent man.

			But the wreck in the bed was feeble, pathetic, more worthy of pity than terror. His mortal frame had given out completely. He was no longer a force to be reckoned with. Those hands could no longer lash out, or cajole, or beckon.

			This wasn’t the same man who had lurked in car parks next to railway stations over nearly a decade, predating on young women on their own, vulnerable women who had to risk walking the last couple of hundred yards to their cars, keys in hand, and never got there. He wasn’t that person – but he was.

			She remembered that time, when she was twelve and Ka was six, when he’d passed out over the Christmas dinner due to consuming a bottle of absinthe, and she and her mother and sister thought he was dead when they put their ears to his chest and couldn’t hear his heart, and they’d had a really nice Christmas – best Christmas ever, laughing and joyful, paper hats, silly games, unwrapping presents – then he’d woken up with a belch and a slur of vomit and it was all back to normal. If you could call it that. She remembered how her heart had fallen like a stone into a river.

			And now – would she be happy when he died? Relieved, then? Feel a weight lifted? She didn’t know. Maybe it was too much to ask for, in the scheme of things. In the list of deserving causes, her redemption came pretty low in everybody’s estimation. Including hers.

			He’d told her, in that letter from prison, she wasn’t to blame, but when could she ever believe him about anything? He’d pleaded not guilty. It was always this other feller. “They got it wrong, Riwbob.” His pet name for her, courtesy of his Welsh mother. A case of misidentification, never mind the evidence being overwhelming, never mind his DNA being inside their bodies. Always someone else’s fault. The lies that came out of those pale blue eyes every day, convincing you of this, of that, any fantasy that served his purpose. Helped him use you. Yet he was never in the wrong, just a dreamer, he’d say. A poet. “A prophet unrecognised in his own land.” Bollocks.

			Changed his plea later. Of course he did. You had to say you were guilty to get the therapy, and you had to do the therapy to get an early release. It was a no brainer. He might have been driven by who-knows-what psychological impulses over which he had no control but that didn’t mean he wasn’t a cunning opportunist, telling his family he was working his fingers to the bone at a second job when he was out prowling for his prey. Till the prostitutes who’d sampled his sadistic kinks and nicknamed him ‘The Naughty Man’ flushed him out.

			The soreness in her cheek throbbing, she knocked back two Nurofen, dry, nearly choking on them, and shut the door. The rain beat heavily on the blackness of the window. Her skin felt clammy. She peeled off her coat and tossed it onto the chair, but her jeans still clung to her.

			There were no niceties in the room to relieve the grimness of what the patient faced. Just a chest of medical supplies on one side of the bed and the oxygen tank on the other, its clear tube looping to his inert and ghastly face. That, and a large, very bad framed print, courtesy of some pound shop or boot fair, of a swan flying over a sea at dusk, with a bulbous naked youth beholding it, arse to the artist.

			It took her back to the painting in her parents’ bedroom in Painswick. God, it scared her, that thing. How could it not when you were a child? The great god Pan surveying a typical English formal garden of the eighteenth century, hands on hips, presiding over all he surveyed with slanting eyes and a bestial grin. Ivo would call him ‘The Old Goat’, and tell the story, but the story was always a little bit different each time, and when you looked at the painting it was always a little bit different too. They used to stare at it, her and her sister, and spook each other by pointing out the ways it had changed. But of course it hadn’t changed at all.

			Ivo used to tell them it was a twin brother to another painting, up near Bulls Cross, away in the forest owned by the Lord of the Manor. In a place called Pan’s Lodge, which didn’t exist anymore. Where the gentry used to get up to all sorts. And on Feast Sunday the townsfolk’d make a procession from St. Mary’s Church, through the woods. “Dressing up, drinking, debauchery ensued…” he’d describe, with relish. “All in honour of the half-goat god!”

			Used to terrify her. Meant to, she now understood. She’d been given, at a ripe and vulnerable age, a peek into her father’s soul. According to the psychiatrist who gave testimony, he could only reach orgasm off his victims’ fear. That’s why he had to look into their eyes as he did it. And when, as a girl, she was frightened of that painting, it made her want to get into his bed and be protected from all the dark things that came out at night. And he let her.

			Her vision grew fuzzy. She felt off balance. Perhaps she was dehydrated. That was due to the swift espresso she downed before hitting the road. She wished she’d filled her personalised water container before she left home. You saw them everywhere now. At the gym, on the street. They were all the rage since Covid. People had a morbid fear of infection. Little did they know they were being infected all the time, by the past.

			Now she wondered if she could believe a word of it. The painting. But it was there – on the wall of her home, wasn’t it? She couldn’t have imagined that.

			She remembered being taken to the Rococo Gardens and being shocked when she saw the statue of Pan there. So it was real. Some of it was… but what? She’d tried to find out later, get chapter and verse from the guide, for her own peace of mind. Apparently, there’d been another statue of Pan in the churchyard which had provided the procession with a meeting point, until a conservative vicar decided to put an end to all that heretical revelry and buried it at an unknown location.

			And she’d been told, yes – there was a painting in Pan’s Lodge: Pan Indicating His Realm to Attentive Guests, 1757. Her nerves had prickled as she was shown an old engraving of a scene that was the mirror-image of the one she knew from home. A swirling frame populated by creatures of the night; magpie, bat and owl, enclosing a landscape of arboreal dread. The dusk itself resembling a crooked, cloaked creature. Pan to one side with the drunken Dionysus, with the quotation PAN DEUS ARCADIAE from Virgil’s Tenth Eclogue resplendent in a scroll. A full and ripe celebration of the horny god sovereign over a Cotswold wool town…

			“There are only two types of people in this world,” her father once taught them. “Sheeps and wolves.”

			One of those nasty aphorisms designed to put her ill at ease. Being six years younger, her sister had avoided that insidiousness, thank God. If she’d ever been the prey, Roni wouldn’t have been able to bear it. But he was under lock and key by then. A fading memory with any luck. For Ka, anyway.

			At thirteen Roni had been fostered and, third go, they were good people, and she put her sanity down to them, if she had any. Heading for London and a career, she had enough to think about surviving the world, minimising cutting herself, not going the way of her mother with the booze, and if she thought about the painting and the stories at all she’d come to the conclusion the ‘Lord of the Manor’ had created a den of depravity, something like a cross between a secret society and a swingers’ club

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/9781805520139.jpg
Ramsey Gampbell
Christa Garmen

Eliza Clark

David Farrow

Montanna Rayne Harling

 Rachel Harrison RE e
33"!! Hughes e jj?“f_-) -
SephenD. Koester ~—~ f
fricLafocea |

Josh Malerman ‘

Laura Purcell

Keith Rosson 1
Michael Rowe “d[h MO[“S
Robert Shearman

Angela Sylvaine

Carl Tait

C.J. Tudor

Stephen Volk

Ally Wilkes

NEW HORROR
SHORT STORIES






