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    Editorial: June 2022

Wendy N. Wagner | 336 words

Welcome to Nightmare’s 117th issue!

The last few summers here in Oregon have been pretty lousy. We’ve had wildfires, riots, threats against our governor’s life, and of course, a nightmarish heat dome that killed seventy people here in Portland. For those of us who once enjoyed summer for outdoor adventures, berry-picking, and Vitamin D production, summer has been transformed into a horror villain—something to be dreaded like a monster with a ninety-day lifespan.

It seems appropriate, then, that this month’s theme is monsters. Not just any kind of monsters, but Unexpected Monsters.

Each of our offerings in this issue features a villain or antagonistic force that is a little . . . odd. Alex Saint-Widow has written a post-apocalyptic short story called “The Last of the Juggalos” which includes a rapping carny set on tormenting the narrator. In his story “Dr. Wasp and Hornet Holmes,” Lavie Tidhar has moved 221 B Baker Street into a wasp’s nest, where biology has created an unpleasant antagonist for the world’s foremost consulting detective. Even our Horror Lab micro-pieces have gotten in on the action—they’re both about re-envisioning what makes a monster. Isabel Cañas’s new flash story (“There Are No Monsters on Rancho Buenavista”) reframes a classic Mexican folktale, and Maria Zoccola’s poem “warming” is about the nasty creatures currently threatening the future of our planet (and making our summers so miserable).

The monsters don’t even stop in our nonfiction offerings! Adam-Troy Castro returns to review a novel about filming Frankenstein’s monster, and Daniel David Froid discusses devils in his essay for The H Word. Luckily, we also have spotlight interviews with our fiction writers, who are most decidedly not monsters, not even unexpected ones.

I hope you all enjoy this month of monsters. Maybe you’ll consider letting your own inner monster out for a little play time this month. After all, it deserves some time in the sun—as long as it’s wearing sunscreen.


      [image: ]
    

ABOUT THE AUTHOR


      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of the horror novel The Deer Kings and the gothic novella The Secret Skin. Previous work includes the SF thriller An Oath of Dogs and two novels for the Pathfinder Tales series, and her short stories, poetry, and essays have appeared in more than fifty venues. She also serves as the managing/senior editor of Lightspeed Magazine, and previously served as the guest editor of Nightmare‘s Queers Destroy Horror! special issue. She lives in Oregon with her very understanding family, two large cats, and a Muppet disguised as a dog.

    


    
      [image: Fiction]
      [image: Discover John Joseph Adams Books]
    


    The Last of the Juggalos

Alex Saint-Widow | 5146 words

My grandfather was a clown prophet. I mean he was a clown. A literal clown. He wore clown makeup. And he foretold the end. Accurately.

John, the Puranas, Snorri Sturluson, Nostradamus, any of those apocalypse writers—they didn’t know shit. The guy who really knew the magic, the guy who really knew about how the end of the world would come, was my grandfather. A piece of white trash from Detroit who dressed like a clown and rapped about a world after our world in which the evil were chopped to bits. Little bleeding bits.

The ones who did the chopping were clowns. But there were butchers, too. But they weren’t always human. But they were coming. My grandfather knew that. Him and his best friend Shaggy told anyone who would listen. And a lot of people did. More than you’d expect. Their band and their beliefs attracted people from every rotten trailer park in America. Their followers numbered in the thousands.

It was a religion about fake killing. And by that, I mean my grandfather’s band rapped about killing, but never actually killed anyone. They might have been thugs, but they weren’t evil. It was a religion about fake insanity. Everyone who was a clown was “psychopathic” even though they weren’t really. They might have been outcasts, but they had emotions. And a conscience.

It was a religion about real clowns.

My grandfather rapped about hate for his entire life, but really what he brought together was a group of people who needed to be loved. And he loved them. And they loved each other. Because no one else would. He was like Jesus to these kids and grown-up kids.

He said, “Yo, The Butchers are coming and they will judge, but before they do: I love you. I love your broken arms, I love your nasty unwashed hair, I love your bummed cigarettes and your beer guts, I love your ugly, and let’s make it more ugly and be as covered in acne scars and skin tags as possible because the beautiful have disowned us but they cannot kill us.

“The uglier we get, the scarier we get. WHOOP WHOOP.”

And they did get scary. But they never got dangerous. Because even though they’d never say it this way, being a clown was about being a decent fucking human being.

• • • •

I was looking for my grandfather. And I was looking for my father. I was making my way through Detroit, heading downtown to my grandfather’s compound. I turned from Lawndale onto Whittaker and checked my map while I stood next to a crushed house. The house looked like it got hit by a meteor that burst a hole in the roof and collapsed the building. But then, instead of burning the house with fire, it burned the house with graffiti. The grass around it looked more like wheat.

It was Devil’s Day, the day before Halloween when all the kids used to go out and burn down abandoned houses. No one went out anymore. There was no one left. All the houses were abandoned.

Almost everyone was dead. Almost everyone was judged.

The only people left alive on Earth were the people who believed in The Dark Carnival. When The Carnival came to end it all, the clown family was spared.

I pulled my ratty, hole-filled, and grease-stained hood over my head. It started to rain. It rained Faygo. The oceans were Faygo.

I would have killed someone if it meant I could take a shower. I would have actually killed a person if it meant I could take a fucking shower and stop being sticky. Granted, if I did kill someone, the Judge Clowns would come for me because in The End Times killing was a capital offense. I would have gotten the bladerings and the fire juggling and if I had any hands left after that I would have gotten the hatchet. Then they would have killed me. But it would have been worth it. For a shower. To be clean. Just for a few minutes. One thing my grandfather never said about the apocalypse was that it would be so fucking sticky.

• • • •

Before the world was over, my father was a clown apostle and so was my father’s partner Monoxide Child. They rapped about The Carnival, too, and my grandfather told his followers that my father’s word was just as good as his. And the followers didn’t accept it at first. But eventually they accepted Monoxide and my father like they accepted everyone else. They all worked together for years.

There were other apostles. But my father and Monoxide were the favorites.

After sixteen years, my father and Monoxide left my grandfather’s record label. It was supposed to be a graceful leaving. But a leaving like that can’t be graceful. After such a long time, my father was aching for a reason to leave, and my grandfather was aching for a reason to want him to leave. The anger made the leaving easier.

Both sides were bitter. Both sides were still clowns. Both sides were still ugly. But something was shifting.

Followers of the two had to choose. Either my father or my grandfather, no compromise. The family was dividing. In a way, it was dying. The family wasn’t a single unit of dropouts and burnouts and misfits and lonely kids who got almost beaten to death in high school bathrooms, covering their faces with their forearms and trying to keep as many teeth as they could while boots slammed into them and they smelled their own snot and the dust of pubes and ancient dehydrated piss behind the toilet. Those kids had to pick a side. They had to hate the other side. If they picked my father, they had to hate everyone who picked my grandfather. And vice versa. Even though the kids on both sides just wanted a place where they felt safe. Even though all the kids were the same.

It wasn’t ugly vs. beautiful anymore. It was ugly vs. ugly.

• • • •

Laughter and the sound of chains mixed in with the patter and sizzle of the soda-rain. I didn’t want to deal with a Carny. They were rough. They made you show them your tits. It was how they could tell if you were lying or not. They looked inside you through your chest.

They were sickening.

It was against The Law to hide from them. But I wasn’t in the mood, and I definitely wasn’t taking my shirt off in the rain. I wrapped my hand in a faded blue Faygo-stained towel and I smashed the window of some old house. I cleaned the sill as much as I could and climbed through the jagged square. I ran up the too-narrow stairs and found a bathroom. I locked myself in.

I sat on the toilet and looked around, waiting for the devil to pass.

If he found me, he would smile when I unhooked my bra. Carnies enjoyed it. That was what made me nauseous. He would have seen into me and through me, through my chest and into my insides, and he would have known what was moving in there.

He would have gotten hard staring at my chest, but he also would have seen the thoughts I didn’t want him to. He would have seen what I was planning. He would have stopped me. He would have carried me half-naked to a Puzzle Box. And I would have been Judged.

• • • •

I took the old, dried soap from the seashell soap holder and looked it over. I cleaned off the shell. Underneath the years-old soap scum the colors of the shell were pretty—strange, warped circles of almost glowing blues and browns. I ran my finger over the faintly textured ridges of color. Rain ran and popped through the gutter.

I heard footsteps heavy on the stairs outside the bathroom. Lurching. Like shoes in a washing machine.

I quickly wrapped the shell in a plastic bag and put it in my backpack. It was hard to find soft things like that. There were no more seashells. The only things that washed up on beaches were knives. Clam was just another word for what was between my legs, not an animal anymore. Pretty much the only colors were smoke and blood. It was nice to have something quieter. Something that wasn’t sticky.

The Carny ripped the door out of its frame.

“Yo little ’lette, what’s you doin’ in this closet?”

He was too big to fit in the bathroom. His breath smelled like Cheetos. Pieces of popcorn tangled in his stringy, faded green hair and he had a name tag pinned to his apron that said “Hi! I’m at your service.” The “at” and “ser” were struck out with a Sharpie that was just sun-faded enough that you could still read what it was supposed to be covering—Carnies slept outside. A chain was wrapped around his leg and trailed behind him down the hall.

“Just waiting out the rain,” I said, “And planning on peeing. Before you came in.”

At first, his chapped lower lip shoved into his upper lip, like two shedding caterpillars fucking themselves into a frown. And he started nodding. Then the nodding got a rhythm.

“Yo! Chain! Hit me with a beat!”

The part of the chain around his ankle dragging in the hall moved on its own and started slamming into the walls of the hall—back and forth—cracking the drywall and paint in the same rhythm as his nodding.

Carnies only spoke in shitty rhymes. It was another one of their really endearing qualities.

“I’m walkin’ down the street on Devil’s Day

Tryna find a bitch who owes Hell some pay

And along comes this ’lette

Who means disrespect

She runnin’ from me, hidin’ in a fucking toilet.”

I stared up at him for a while. He just kept nodding his head while the chain smashed into the walls, almost in time. You couldn’t kill a Carny. But you could hurt them. And if I was going to get past him and out of the house, I was going to have to do something. He was technically right. Hiding from a Carny was a punishable offense.

“Do you know who I am?” I said.

The chain slamming stopped. He didn’t look happy. I shivered in the silence. I set my left foot behind me, as subtly as I could. I got ready to get hit. He raised his hands to the top of the door frame and I flinched, but he didn’t hit me. He started slamming the eave with both of his hands, shaking the walls, punctuating each hit by screaming a syllable:

“FAM-I-LEE

FAM-I-LEE

FAM-I-LEE”

He lowered his hands and glowered at me. Off somewhere in the distance, some other Hell-thing offered a “FAM-I-LEE” in return, muffled by the miles and walls between us.

Basically, what he meant was:

“Yeah. I know who you are. But you broke The Law. And you’re going to get treated like everyone else in our family who breaks the rules. Because we’re all equals.”

I improvised.

“So, your name is Your Vice, right?”

He nodded, looking a little less pissed.

“I know I fucked up. But. I was really into your lyrics—”

The chain interrupted me—slamming in time again. He sneered and started rapping:

“Chunky bitch takin’ a sit to piss

Actually hiding from me, now she diss

me ackin’ like she give a fuck what comes out my mouth.

How ’bout I tie her down and cum in her mouth.”

He wouldn’t. He couldn’t, actually. I hadn’t broken enough Laws. But sometimes Carnies got a look. A look like they didn’t care about The Laws. And it
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