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FROM THE EDITORS

Preface
Wendy N. Wagner
Welcome to issue twenty-five of Nightmare Magazine!
You may have noticed that this issue is a little heftier than
usual—that’s because it’s Women Destroy Horror!, a special
double issue that celebrates the women writing and editing
horror. It’s all part of the exciting Destroy project that
includes Women Destroy Science Fiction!, an all-SF special
double issue of our sister-magazine, Lightspeed, and Women
Destroy Fantasy!, which launches this month at sibling site
Fantasy Magazine. All of this fantastic women-powered
fiction is brought to you by an amazing group of Kickstarter
backers.
For this issue, we’ve brought on a special guest editor to
run the show: the multi-award-winning Ellen Datlow. She and
Nonfiction Editor Lisa Morton have lined up an impressive
array of chilling reads.
I’m delighted and honored to help bring you this very
special project. If you enjoy this issue and would like to learn
more about the Destroy projects (Women Destroy Science
Fiction!, Women Destroy Fantasy!, and, of course, Women
Destroy Horror!), visit our special Destroy projects website at
DestroySF.com.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Wendy N. Wagner, Managing Editor of Nightmare, grew up in a town so small
it didn’t even have its own post office, and the bookmobile’s fortnightly visit
was her lifeline to the world. Her short fiction has appeared in magazines and
anthologies including Beneath Ceaseless Skies, The Lovecraft eZine, Armored,
The Way of the Wizard, and Heiresses of Russ 2013: The Year’s Best Lesbian
Speculative Fiction. Her first novel, Skinwalkers, is a Pathfinder Tales
adventure. An avid gamer and gardener, she lives in Portland, Oregon, with
her very understanding family. Follow her on Twitter @wnwagner.

Editorial, October 2014
Women Destroy Horror! Editors
Ellen Datlow, Guest Editor
Once upon a time, women not only dominated horror, but
invented it. How can this be, you might wonder—it’s obvious
that horror has been men’s domain forever! Well, no. Ghost
tales and the gothic were written by women for decades
before the horror boom of the 1980s. Jessica Amanda
Salmonson’s essay, reprinted here from her ground-breaking
anthology What Did Miss Darrington See? provides a useful
overview of the historical participation and importance of
women in horror.
For almost fifty years, hundreds of stories by women in
the early years of horror, and their authors, were mostly
forgotten. If not for the heroic efforts of Salmonson and such
small presses as Ghost Story Press, Strange Company, and
Ash-Tree Press, their names might have died out. I’ve been
reading horror since I was a kid, and I knew nothing of these
women and their writings as I grew up. All I knew of were
Edgar Allan Poe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Bram Stoker, H. P.
Lovecraft.
Women and children have traditionally been the victims of
horrific events in fiction because of their vulnerability. But
everyone is vulnerable in the right (or wrong) situation, and

reading about a big burly man threatened by the supernatural
or by human monsters has been proven to be just as potent a
premise, if not more. And whichever gender is in peril, both
male and female authors can and do deliver the scares. I get
tired of hearing that women write a certain type of story while
men write another. Having read hundreds of horror stories
during my career, I don’t find this true.
Are there fewer women than men writing horror? From
my unscientific perspective of a professional reader of horror
short fiction for almost thirty years I’d say yes. Are there
fewer women editing horror? Yes, but that’s been changing
since I’ve been in the field.
Some of the most influential writers of horror have
historically been women: Mary Shelley, Shirley Jackson,
Flannery O’Connor, and Anne Rice.
Several writers featured within write in more than one
subgenre of the fantastic and grotesque, so are often not
“counted” as women who write horror.
Pat Cadigan has won the Hugo and the Arthur C.
Clarke awards for her science fiction and has been
nominated for multiple awards in science fiction,
fantasy, and horror.
Joyce Carol Oates writes on everything from
boxing (in her nonfiction) and literary fiction to
mystery and horror and has won awards in all
those fields.
Tanith Lee might be best known for her lush

fantasy fiction, but she also writes science fiction,
and her horror packs a wallop.
A.R. Morlan has written science fiction, fantasy,
erotic fiction, and horror throughout her thirty year
career.
After the rousing success of the Kickstarter for Women
Destroy Science Fiction!, I was approached by John Joseph
Adams, publisher/editor of Nightmare Magazine, about
editing a “Women Destroy Horror!” issue. Unlike the neverending brouhaha about women destroying science fiction,
there have been few overt complaints about women
destroying horror. Aside from the occasional testosteronefueled diatribe from those who seem to think that one-third of
a table of contents of stories by women equals a majority by
them. Or by those who have gotten negative reviews of their
fiction by women. But how could I refuse this opportunity to
showcase horror writers whose work I love and who happen
to be women?
There’s a totally unexpected commonality to three of the
eight stories I’ve acquired for this issue that I won’t give away.
But the tones, characters, and modes of storytelling are so
different that I suspect you readers won’t mind. In any case, I
hope you’ll enjoy all the stories and will seek out more fiction
by their authors.
A big thank you to John Joseph Adams and to all the
fiction contributors. Also to Lisa Morton, who in editing the
nonfiction has brought together a group of powerful female

voices expressing their diverse experiences of working in
horror. And a final shout out to Wendy Wagner for her
herding skills and her advice.
••••
Lisa Morton, Nonfiction Editor
When John Joseph Adams invited me to be the nonfiction
editor for the special “Women Destroy Horror!” edition of
Nightmare, I (of course) accepted, and immediately thought
about what I wanted. At the top of my wish list were
interviews with Joyce Carol Oates and American Horror
Story’s Jessica Sharzer, and I remain flabbergasted that both
accepted (and grateful, especially given the wonderful and
revealing answers they provided).
But I also had a list of things I didn’t want. Well, okay, not
a list, exactly, because there was only one item on it: I didn’t
want any sort of overview of contemporary female horror
authors. My reasons for this:
1. There were an awful lot of these lists floating
around in February, now apparently known forever
as “Women in Horror Month.”
2. There are always a lot of these lists floating
around, especially whenever the question of
women writing horror arises.
3. There are so many talented female authors

currently working in the genre that it would be
virtually impossible to provide any sort of
comprehensive list.
4. There’s not much to learn from a name on a list.
However, I had one reason sitting firmly atop all the others
for why I didn’t want to include one of these lists: They
always smack to me of desperation.
If that sounds harsh, let me explain: First, these lists
usually come in response to either another list of “All-Time
Greatest Horror Writers” that fails to include a single female
name, or they’re an answer to yet one more shortsighted allcaps-using cave-dweller shrieking into the cyber-ether, “BUT
WOMEN CAN’T WRITE HORROR.”
Now, I certainly understand the intention to school these
fools; heck, I’ve probably done it a time or two myself. But—
and I can say this as a woman horror author who has
appeared on a few of these lists—at some point it becomes
tiresome. Yes, the ego boost is nice . . . yes, anything that
brings attention to these voices is great . . . but how long do
we have to keep doing this? I’m willing to bet every woman
writer in the genre would prefer to be discussed alongside her
male peers, not in some segregated list stuck off by itself
somewhere. I’m sure Mary Author would rather see a
thoughtful review of her work or a comparison to Joe Writer
than another catch-all list that will probably mean nothing to
anyone who is not one of the authors named in the list.
Yes, I know women are under-reviewed in all genres,

including mainstream fiction. Yes, I know these are idealistic
dreams that are still off in some perfect future. But I hope this
helps to explain why I chose not to include that “there are lots
of great women writing horror right now” list.
I did, however, believe it was important to talk about
contemporary female writers, as long as it was done with
some depth and wasn’t attempting to be in any way
comprehensive. Hence, you’ll find a roundtable interview
herein with four intriguing writers: Linda Addison, Kate
Jonez, Helen Marshall, and Rena Mason. Beyond the fact
that I love their work, I did have particular reasons for
choosing these four writers: I knew Linda would provide
insight as both an author and poet, and also as an African
American writer; Rena fascinated me because she seems to
have gone from zero to sixty (winning the Bram Stoker
Award for First Novel for her superb The Evolutionist) in
mere seconds; and I knew that both Kate and Helen were not
only acclaimed authors but also had experience with two of
the best genre publishers out there (Omnium Gatherum and
Chizine, respectively). I think this interview accomplished
what it set out to do: Provide an eye-opening look into the
experience of being a female horror author.
For the articles, I wanted to look at women in horror from
three different perspectives. First, Lucy A. Snyder contributed
a wonderful historical overview of women writers in the genre
—this is no mere list, but a thoughtful and informative work
that ingeniously segues into a discussion of just how we

should define the term “classic.”
To cover female characters (as compared to their creators),
I approached Maria Alexander, who I know as not just a
splendid writer, but also a genuine asskicker in her own right
(Maria is an accomplished swordswoman). I asked Maria to
write something about the portrayal of horror’s action
heroines in film, and I couldn’t be happier with the resulting
piece, which deftly dissects the ways in which filmmakers and
writers rightly (and wrongly) approach the creation of
protagonists.
And lastly, I hoped to provide a more personal look at the
special trials a woman writer might face in the genre, and
Chesya Burke sent back an extraordinary piece that had me
squirming and flinching in both horror and (unfortunately)
recognition.
I’d just like to offer a final word of thanks to John, to
Wendy Wagner, and to all the fantastic talents I’ve mentioned
above who agreed to take part in this special issue of
Nightmare. Now, if you really want to support women writers
in horror, finish reading the rest of this magazine and then go
out and buy some of their books. Unless you’re that
Neanderthal screaming into the internet wind who just isn’t
interested in hearing another point of view, I’m betting you
won’t be disappointed.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS
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This Is Not for You
Gemma Files

Art by Shelby Nichols

Three potential sacrifices, just as Phoibe’d predicted,
blundering through the woods like buffalo in boots. Mormo
broke cover first, naked and barefoot, screaming, with the
boys following after, whooping and hollering, straight into the
gauntlet, too lust-drunk to see where they were going. Pretty
little thing, that Mormo, with a truly enviable lung capacity;
the best lure they’d had by far in all the time Gorgo’d been
attending these odd little shindigs, and swift enough to keep a

good two lengths between her and her closest pursuer as she
danced around the tiger-pits. No sooner did this thought
register, however, then with a few more steps—plus one wild,
deer-like leap—she was gone from sight, entirely: up over the
deadfall, rustling the same bushes Gorgo and her girls hid
behind, leaving the men in her wake, too shocked not to keep
coming.
One took a thyrsus to the knee, so sharp Gorgo heard it
crack, and pitched headlong, folding up, rolling. More blows
caught him from several angles, breaking bones, tearing flesh;
he flipped, bellowing, then gave a moaning “whuff!” as Iris
came down right on top, astride both hips, club inverted to
crack his breastbone and pop at least one lung, squeeze heart
against ribcage, bruise liver beyond repair. His skull met a log
back-first, brain slammed hard, eyes rolling up; was probably
out long before Iris’s partners (Scylla, Polyxena) could get on
him too, their hands rock-full, looking to make like Cain.
To his left, meanwhile, another lucky winner got
Deianira’s spear across the top of his ear and recoiled,
flinching away only to run straight into Charis’s strong grip
instead. They were about the same height, but Charis had him
from behind, choking him so hard he started to lift off the
ground, kicking wildly. He tore at her arm with both hands,
drawing blood, ‘til she finally threw him down with enough
force that Gorgo heard his nose pop, or maybe a cheekbone
—then heel-stomped him between the shoulder blades,
holding him pinned even as he flailed, trying his level best to

swim away. One armpit made a beautiful target for Deianira’s
next thrust, a goring stab that went in far as she could reach,
and the pain made him rear back far enough for Gorgo to
slash her scythe across his throat.
The spike of her own kill-pleasure came quickly after that,
hot and red and sweet. It was good, but over so soon; just
enough to make her want more, something better. Longer.
She sat back on her heels, panting, leather tags of her
hiking boots cutting into her bare ass as she watched the
man’s—boy’s—blood make a flaring collar ’round his
slackening, sweat- and dirt-smeared face. Asking Charis, once
she had her breath back: “You see where the last one went?”
Charis shook her head. “Back there, maybe.”
On her feet once more, over by the first one, Iris nodded.
“Something tripped a pit.”
Okay, then. “Praise be,” Gorgo said, heaving herself up,
unable to quite keep her voice completely irony-free. “Praise
be,” two new voices chimed in at the same time, from behind
her: Aglaia, of course. And Phoibe.
Charis and the others turned, bespattered, grinning—
stepped back a bit, all ‘round, to display their work to best
advantage. Aglaia smiled wide and nodded, proudly, as Gorgo
and Phoibe exchanged a small, cool nod of greeting.
“Wonderful,” Aglaia pronounced, with the sort of
authoritative, maternal warmth that’d’ve done Mother
Theresa herself proud, if she’d worshipped Kali instead of
Christ. “Very fine. Now . . . let’s go see what She’s left us for

last, and best.”
••••
The point was to do these things together, not alone. The
point was to do them in secret, as much as could be arranged
for. The point was to go elsewhere, overnight, and stay as
long as it took to get it done. The point was to make it count.
The whole point of a mystery religion, in fact, as Aglaia
kept reminding them, was that it was supposed to be—and
stay—a mystery.
That wasn’t her real name, obviously. They’d all taken
new ones, first as pseudonyms on the cult’s website, then as
part of their bonding exercises in “meatspace,” as the kids put
it; it was to draw a sort of metaphorical line from old to new,
a clear path of translation, adaptation. Some of them came
from what passed, these days, as “traditional” backgrounds—
odd idea, that, all these mystoi and Goddess-worshippers
apparently long-embedded in between the nondenominationals and the atheists—but for most of them this
was just a fantasy, a deep-rooted need, a burgeoning itch
they’d never quite known how to scratch before eventually
stumbling across the myths, the literature, the site itself, which
Phoibe had started and still maintained. A particular urge
which everything around them said was bad, wrong,
unnatural, even as that blood-beat voice inside told them it
was anything but.
“We shouldn’t feel ashamed,” Aglaia—an elder

stateswoman of some sort of brown persuasion, her graying,
loose-curled hair cropped short—had said during their first
real meet-up. “Never. What we do here is older than
everything else, all the forces arrayed against us—older than
laws, older than rules, older than the inadequate language we
use to try and describe it with. It can’t be explained. It doesn’t
have to be justified. And much as we may serve it, may be
personally elevated by that service, transfigured even, we are
none of us as important as the principle we subsume ourselves
to. The tradition survives, always; we may die away—will die
away—but it survives, always. It doesn’t need us. Because
even when everything else crumbles, this will still endure.”
Oh, and Aglaia really did make everything sound so pretty,
Gorgo thought, whenever she really started to get her groove
on; that was the basic trick, the recruiting pitch, the glue. To
frame the reason they were all here as a certain route to
spiritual ecstasy, but also make it sound like they were
reaching for a goal far more lasting than their own selfish
pleasure—something done on this whole sad, stained world’s
behalf for the unwitting benefit of everyone trapped inside it,
exorcising sin while extirpating evil. Like it wasn’t any real
sort of crime at all.
Aglaia was a true believer, or she walked the talk so well as
to be nigh-indistinguishable from one; Gorgo simply knew
what she liked and was willing to swallow her share of
theosophic psychobabble in order to get a bunch of women
with similar interests to not just pitch in at the kill, but clean

up after her. Total freaks, in other words, but very useful ones
—which was exactly how, in essence, that membership in
their little sewing circle continued to hold enough appeal for
Gorgo to not just roll her eyes and walk away, even assuming
Aglaia and her coterie would let her.
Every meet-up started with a prayer, Aglaia leading, the
others reading along off of printout sheets, a different
translation every time. This year’s went like so—
Preswa, Phersephassa, o Kore Hagne
Wise one, She who stops, She who lives in every harvest
Persipne, Praxidike, o Kore Semele
Wine-maker, Subterranean queen, Most flowery maiden
Persephone, Crown of terror
Beautiful, Fatal, She who consumes
According to Whose will the sacred task is done—
life to produce, and all that lives to kill.
“So what is it you do, these days, exactly?” Phoibe asked
under her breath, sidling up at Gorgo’s elbow. “Still bending
young minds, or did they finally figure out you never actually
made it all the way through teacher’s college?”
Gorgo shrugged. “Oh, you’d be surprised how little
research private schools put in, selecting instructors. We’re
doing Romantic poets this semester, Keats and all. ‘O what
can ail thee, knight-at-arms, alone and palely loitering?’”
“You tell them it’s a tuberculosis metaphor?”

“On the top layer, sure. Some girls, I push harder; seed an
idea here and there, set tests. Try to seek out where their more
hidden inclinations might lie.”
“I didn’t know Aglaia was signing off on any more
recruitment drives, especially amongst the underage.”
“She’s got nothing to with it, Phoebe.”
“Phoibe.”
“Whatever.”
“Yeah, okay. I mean, what’s in a name, right—Susan?”
“Awful mysteries here are ours,” Aglaia continued, “so we
celebrate them in Your name, which no one may in any way
transgress. Happy is she who has seen and believed, both on
top of the earth and under it, though she who is uninitiate will
never reap a like crop after death, but stay forever buried
there in darkness and in gloom.”
Think that’s my real name you got there, little bitch, just
’cause you hacked it out of my digital footprint? Gorgo
projected, while staring Phoibe down, as Phoibe struggled to
do the same, and failed. My original? Think I couldn’t
change it or anything else about me in a minute, or less, if I
wanted to—walk away, disappear off the grid, and not come
up for air ‘til I stuck my scythe in your tech-savvy spine?
Think again.
She was a bit of a parody, Phoibe, with her all-black
clothes and her hair banded in grown-out dye-jobs like a
floppy, cross-cut section of tree—you could practically track
her stylistic evolution, or lack thereof, from Manic Panic to

Clairol to henna to what Gorgo could only assume was
probably her natural shade, a subtle mouse-hide leather tone
flecked here and there with the first glints of gray. Deep,
slightly keloided dimples bracketing her mouth had once held
barbell piercings, just like that scar furling her lip-corner told
of a torn-free labrette; she wore a tricked-out pair of grannyglasses with Hipster-thick frames, and tended towards using
blush for eyeshadow. But she sure as shit did know how to
run a dark-net, so that was something, at least.
Up near Aglaia, everyone was chanting again. Gorgo
mouthed the words as Phoibe mouthed them right back at her,
a second or two late.
Blood waters it
Blood grows it
Blood alone sees it flower:
Great seed, seed of flesh and bone, Persephone’s awful
gift
That nurtures and destroys this world one sacrifice at a
time
One lover
One child
One king.
Truth was, it would be nice to share interests with
somebody in private life, Gorgo occasionally caught herself
thinking. To be a mentor. She sure wasn’t too likely to breed
any soft-minded little co-conspirators herself, not at this late
date, even setting the problem of stud-stock aside; adoption

wasn’t really an option either, or fosterage, for similar
reasons. Short of walking away from her local maternity ward
with a free souvenir, therefore, cherry picking each new class
for potentials seemed the next best thing. Hadn’t found any
thus far, but it was early days still, and she remained hopeful.
Now she set hands on hips and waited, staring down, a
whole ten extra years’ worth of game-face blankly in place.
She had roughly a foot of height on Phoibe, plus a good fifty
pounds in heft, not that she expected things would get
physical—both of them had a certain investment in returning
to work next week, after all, and doing it while looking like
nothing worse than the morning after a particularly
celebratory girls’ night out. But when you’d been looking
forward to something all year, sometimes things just
happened.
A second later, however, Phoibe shrugged, raising her
hands: no harm, no foul.
“I’m sure you know what you’re doing,” she said. “I
mean, we’re all adults here. What you get up to on your own
time’s no concern of mine.”
“Nope,” Gorgo agreed. “So . . . anyone know who the
sacrifice’s gonna be yet?”
“Whoever gets here first,” Phoibe replied. “Same as
usual.”
“Well, how many candidates in play?”
“Three groups, two to four components each. Maybe
four.”

“That’s short odds.”
“Not really; I’d show you the math, but . . .” Here Phoibe
trailed off, maybe thinking I wouldn’t want to bore you with
it, or even you wouldn’t understand, yet smart enough not to
voice whichever outright, either way. Continuing, soon
enough: “You ever know anybody not to show up?”
Now it was Gorgo’s turn to shrug. “Not yet,” was all she
said.
But that, as Aglaia would no doubt say, was where faith
came in.
••••
The place they gathered had been a campground, once
upon a time. They arrived singly from every direction, mostly
by public transport, then hiked to the meet-point, where
Aglaia and her acolytes had already set up most of the
necessary infrastructure—dug catch-pits, strung bells, planted
weapons (thyrsi made onsite, plus whatever else they brought
with them), and built the cremation pyre high, for afterwards.
People didn’t tend to get naked ‘til the appointed hour, which
suited Gorgo fine, though there were always noticeable
exceptions. Right now, for example, she could see tall, lean
Charis belly dancing by herself off in the middle distance,
pleasantly soft from hormones and with her bush grown full
to hide the rest, yet proudly displaying the scars where her
implants had gone in every time she back-bent far enough for
them to catch the light.

At least one potential “sister” had quit because of Charis,
or tried to—made it back almost as far as the north road
before Gorgo had caught up with her, dragged her into the
bushes, and buried her under a deadfall with her flesh flensed
sky burial-style so the animals would come running. It’d been
an on-the-fly decision, simple self-preservation instinct twisted
into altruism by circumstance, done on behalf of a community
Gorgo often questioned whether she needed at all; still wasn’t
entirely sure Aglaia even knew about it, though she suspected
yes, especially since she hadn’t found any bones left to crush
with a hammer when she’d checked the makeshift grave last
time they met.
In Gorgo’s estimation, however, the radfems could say
what they wanted, but Charis had always held her end up well
enough to merit whatever help Gorgo chose to give her. Once
the hunt was on, she was no different than any other gal with
an oversized clit—better, considering her sheer stamina, her
extra-long reach and strong, militarily-trained grip. When they
piled in on the final sacrifice, all together, Gorgo had seen
Charis literally work a man’s head from his shoulders like
some live-action Mortal Kombat kill, twisting the finger-torn
ruin of his throat and neck ‘til his vertebrae snapped and
spinal cord slithered free.
Sparagmos, Aglaia called it. The Maenad’s frenzy, bull
sacrifice. A rending apart, followed by omophagia, eating the
flesh raw. Or, as Gorgo’d always called it, albeit only to
herself . . . fun.

“I know you don’t think you’re one of us, really,” Aglaia
told Gorgo, as Gorgo poured herself a bowl of ritual kykeon.
“But you do keep on coming, don’t you? Why do you think
that might be?”
“‘Cause I like it?”
“You’re no great fan of organized religion in general,
though, I think; most sociopaths aren’t. Yet you must admit it
can be useful, as a concept, even to those who question it.”
Gorgo sighed, steeling herself to stay polite. “Oh, sure,”
she replied. “Mainly in that it gives us divine permission to go
on ahead and do what we were gonna anyways, all wrapped
up in a pretty story. Secret knowledge, women’s magic, the
matriarchy reborn . . .”
Aglaia shot Gorgo a look, as though unsure if she was
being mocked. “So you’ll take advantage of the amenities on
offer,” she said, at last, “but you won’t do Her homage.”
“If that’s the price of staying on the mailing list, sure. Why
not?”
“Except that you won’t mean it.”
At that, Gorgo did have to snort, just a little. “How you
ever gonna know anyone ‘means it,’ outside of yourself?
Same way I ‘know’ you do, i.e. not at damn all. Look, lady, I
read The Bacchae—hell, I’ve taught it. You really think we
can bank on weapons of iron not wounding us when the fit’s
in full swing, though, no matter how many of those little dried
mushrooms you boil the kykeon up with? Barley, pennyroyal,
psychoactives . . . it’s a nice high, but I don’t ever remember

getting milk and honey from stones or tearing up trees by their
roots while I was on it, let alone wearing snake necklaces, or
breastfeeding wolf-cubs.”
“Communion wafers aren’t made from real man-meat,
either. Our feasts are, and not metaphorically.”
“They weren’t, that’d be the deal-breaker right there, for
me.”
Aglaia chuckled. “I’ve seen you hunt,” she said. “One of
our fiercest, when She enters in.”
“Hard to stop once I get going, I’ll give you that,” Gorgo
agreed, suddenly tired. “C’mon, though—what I run on’s a
fetish, not superpowers. I just like to kill people.”
“Ah, but you don’t just kill people, do you, when you have
the choice? I’m not talking about self-preservation, or
opportunity . . . I mean pure desire, the perfect victim. The
image you touch yourself to.”
Gorgo snorted again. Yet the words brought it rising up
behind her eyes anyhow, automatic, irrefutable: a man,
always, young and juicy for preference. And strong enough to
fight hand to hand, take damage from, even—possibly—risk
losing to. Not that she ever had.
“. . . no,” she admitted, at last, with reluctance. “You’re
right. That’s never just ‘people.’”
“Then you do Her work, and always have. Without even
knowing it.”
Gorgo shook her head, stubborn. “Dress it up all you
want, Aglaia—what I do is what I choose to, that’s the whole

truth, and nothin’ but. ‘Cause I like it. I don’t need any other
reason.”
“It gets done, however, either way.”
Oh yes.
The area of study devoted to those like Gorgo was choked
with truisms, creating spaces she’d always found it easy to slip
between. Most serial killers, accepted lore went, were white
rather than not, middle-class or lower-, organized or dis- . . .
and male, overwhelmingly. Which meant that although there
obviously had to be some who weren’t, by simple process of
elimination, nobody really spent a whole lot of time looking
for them.
Didn’t hurt that women coded societally as victims rather
than predators, conferring a weird invisibility on those who
didn’t worry about becoming somebody else’s meal. When
men’s eyes turned towards Gorgo with ill intent, she met them
head-on, smiling. Those unused to the concept turned away;
those who didn’t had made their bed, and she felt no guilt
about laying them down in it.
As it turned out, this attitude formed yet another point of
sympathy between Aglaia’s lot and herself—since according
to the mysteries, sacrifices self-selected through willing,
deliberate transgression. They had to know there was a taboo
in play, even to have some idea of the potential stakes
involved, and choose to break said taboo anyways.
Luckily, that was men in a nutshell, or so Gorgo had
always observed. Long before the Internet, it had been a truth

universally agreed on that whenever somebody started talking
about a space being women-only, a segment of the maleidentified population would come running with dicks out,
ready to mark their territory in the hope no bitch would ever
again be dumb enough to believe herself in possession of
something they couldn’t access. It was a winning combination
of social mores and genetics, bless their hearts—just the way
we’re made, ma’am, now get in the kitchen, et cetera.
“Everywhere but here,” Aglaia claimed, proudly. And so
far, her claim had yet to be disproven, there being an
undeniable strength in numbers which far outstripped
whatever one woman could achieve alone. Everybody wanted
community, in their heart of hearts—even those who knew
themselves, at base, quite outrageously unsuited to maintain it.
Female serial killers hid behind gender constructs, as a
rule. They usually played out the roles people (men) expected
them to, then killed inside of that as poisoners, black widows,
angels of death . . . caregivers turned toxic. The reason the
Maenad myth had been so discounted down the centuries,
according to Aglaia, was that the very idea of a woman
jumping on somebody and tearing them apart seemed
physically impossible. But one had to wonder, like Gorgo
remembered doing, even as a child: was there a reason men
seemed so wary of “allowing” women to congregate in
groups? Could it be they guessed how a pack of women might
be indistinguishable from one of lionesses, of hyenas?
Hours passed in chanting, dancing, singing, and the sun

dipped low. The kykeon, fresh-cooled, got passed around like
white lightning; Gorgo drank her next slug in one gulp,
watching the newest mystoi sip, wince, almost puke. She
already felt the drug deep inside her like hooks, opening her
wide, letting in the world.
As the dusk began to swim and click around her, she saw
Phoibe appear at Aglaia’s elbow, night-blooming suddenly,
pale out of dark. Watched her murmur in the priestess’s ear,
then vanish once more, as Aglaia turned to motion Gorgo
near.
“Intruders at the perimeter. Mormo has them chasing her
already—easy meat for our best huntress.”
Gorgo rose, nodding, to shuck the last of her clothes. She
left her footwear on, since running barefoot through the
woods was like asking for lockjaw, but Aglaia didn’t say
anything—possibly since her good right hand Phoibe had
apparently decided much the same, albeit sticking with sandals
instead of Gorgo’s comfortably weighted hiking boots.
Charis handed her one more dose, which lit her up like a
punch. Someone she couldn’t quite see hugged ‘round her
from behind, smearing two mud-clay handfuls across both
breasts at once, then down over her abs, to cool her thighs’
hot vee. Gorgo tossed her hair and pulled loose; Charis caught
her mid-stumble, grinning. “Y’all ready?” she asked.
“Sure am.”
“Thyrsus, baby girl?”
“Brought my own, thanks.” The scythe-handle fit nicely

into her palm. “You comin’, big sis?”
“Bet your ass,” Charis growled, voice dipping lower than
she probably wanted it to, not that that mattered: the ekstasis
was on them both, pumping their blood, stiffening every
sinew. Around, Gorgo saw the rest of the pack assembling, all
the familiar faces. Iris, Scylla, Polyxena, Deianira . . .
They took off running, like Artemis Herself led the way.
••••
And here they were, now. The tiger-pit’s displaced
covering, lid of the kiste, the sacred basket. Gorgo kicked it
aside to reveal a third young man—boy—staring up, down on
one knee and crying with pain, at least one ankle probably
shattered from the fall. He was a sweet-looking piece,
muscled like a wrestler, hair picked out into a soft natural; his
skin gleamed, shade falling somewhere between Deianira’s
ruddy bronze and Aglaia’s warmer, darker hue. Which was a
fairly apt comparison, as it turned out—because when he
caught sight of Aglaia peering down on him over Gorgo’s
shoulder his eyes went wide, fixed with shock, and awe, and
terrified recognition.
“Mom?” he managed, voice breaking. “Mom? What . . .
what’re you doing . . . here . . . ?”
Aglaia didn’t answer, not immediately. Just drew herself
up, turning to stone; crossed her arms and waited, possibly to
see what happened next.
“Mom, shit . . . you have to help me. They’re crazy, these

women’re all—Mom!”
Gorgo back-shifted, waiting as well. Until finally, another
voice chimed in: “Well?”
Aglaia, without moving: “‘Well’ what, Phoibe?”
The woman in question came shoving her way through,
pale as a twilit ghost, ‘til she stood almost at Aglaia’s side
—almost. But not quite.
“He’s penetrated the mysteries, hasn’t he?” she declared,
nodding downwards, voice pitched to ringing. “Seen things
done, heard things said, just like the rest of them. Should the
priestess’s son go free, and other women’s sons pay in his
stead? Is this Her will?”
Posturing little hooker, Gorgo thought.
“Didn’t hear Aglaia say what she wanted done with him,
one way or the other, myself,” Gorgo pointed out. “And since
I’m a hell of a lot more likely to listen to her than to you on
the subject . . .”
“Ha! The unbeliever speaks.” Phoibe threw her arms wide,
addressing the whole cult, now flocking in around Gorgo’s
hunting team. “See how she mocks? Ask yourselves why
Aglaia would ever let somebody like this in in the first place,
let alone allow her to stay. Then ask yourself if it isn’t obvious
that the Goddess chose to punish Aglaia for her hubris by
sending her first-born to the killing floor! How else could it
have happened?”
Defend yourself, idiot, Gorgo tried to project Aglaia’s way,
watching heads on all sides begin to nod, albeit reluctantly.

But Aglaia’s eyes stayed on the pit, her whimpering child. She
might as well have been a statue.
Murmuring spread in every direction, like a tide.
Time to run, maybe, Gorgo thought, reluctantly, gripping
her scythe hard enough to hurt. Save yourself, before this shit
shifts on you; drop out, get gone. This was a bad idea. It’s
like Missus Gast used to say, my third foster-Mommy—
someone like me just needs to stay the hell away from people
I want to keep safe . . .
(. . . unless I’m killing ’em.)
That was when it happened, sharp as a wound—that same
unfurling times ten thousand, the kykeon’s blow suddenly felt
all over, a general uproar. This lurching, queasy sensation of
opening up so far it was like her insides were out, skin
shifting, one massive neuron blur. Blood broke from her nose,
mouth, the corners of her eyes; later, she’d find burst vessels
on both eyeballs, a pair of tiny red flowers. For now,
however, it was as though something else had a hold of her,
puppeting her from the gut. Making one hand fly out, scythe’s
point sticking deep into Phoibe’s still-babbling throat, then
jerking free again, conjuring a flood. The spurt slapped across
Gorgo before hitting Charis, who gasped, and Aglaia, who
didn’t; a general cry went up, cultists reacting as one. Phoibe
fell, flopping, while Gorgo shivered still upright, mouth
opening against her will. Words torrented free, garbled,
unfamiliar, Greek-accented. Saying—

Fury-source, Wrathful One, All-Ruling virgin,
Kore Semele, light-bearer incandescent
Horned Maiden, Earth’s vigorous daughter
When Death comes, we go willingly to Your realms
Until again You send us forth, into this world of Form.
She didn’t know this prayer, Gorgo realized, unable not to
complete what she could only assume was the verse’s ancient
formula. Not one she’d heard, nor one she’d read. No
translation of The Bacchae she’d ever taught could have left it
behind in her mind’s folds, waiting to suggest itself under
pressure—no, this was something else. Something Other.
At her boot-tips, Phoibe had almost ceased shuddering.
Gorgo found herself pointing at her, mouth stretched Body
Snatchers-wide, pronouncing: “How’d it happen? Ask the
hacker. The girl with the math. Ask her how she sought him
out online, groomed him, brought him and those friends of
his here—because she wanted to mount a coup, thought he’d
make Aglaia look weak in front of you, that she could turn
you against Her chosen. But nothing happens, ever, except
that She allows it.”
“Praise be,” Charis chimed in, wiping Phoibe’s blood
straight into her mouth; “Praise be,” Iris agreed, kicking
Phoibe so she flipped, so her last breath went down into the
earth itself, Persephone-Perswa’s home. To which Aglaia
finally nodded, dignified as always, and put her hand on
Gorgo’s still-shaking shoulder, palm-print burning a hole, all

the Goddess’s presence suddenly drained from once more,
leaving her numb and cold, scythe drooping.
“Praise be,” Aglaia agreed, approvingly. “I’m so happy for
you, Gorgo. It’s seldom any of us feels Her grace directly—to
have that one be you is a rare honour, and welcome.
Especially since I’d’ve had trouble killing a woman, myself,
even one who’d betrayed Her covenant.” A lovely smile. “But
then, that’s what She sent us you for.”
“The fuck you say,” Gorgo replied, all out into a rush, with
no time for self-censorship. Her nervous system was still
twitching, refusing to obey, or she would’ve cut Aglaia’s
throat next—something Aglaia seemed to know, since she
glanced at Charis, who gently pried the scythe from Gorgo’s
limp hand, folding her into an embrace.
“C’mon now, baby girl,” Charis said, soothing. “You got
nothing to be afraid of. We all want to feel her hand on our
souls the once, like you just did. It’s why we’re here.”
“Not . . . why I’m here . . .” Gorgo said, muffled, into
Charis’s pectoral, her implant-springy breast. But Charis only
laughed.
“‘Course not,” she replied. “We all know that. Is now,
though—and that’s beautiful, don’t you see? Hell, it’s
divine.”
“Literally,” Aglaia agreed. “Oh, Gorgo! You’re a saint to
us now, a true Maenad. The very proof of our religion.”
And that murmur was back again, eddying right, left, and
every which way, whipping the crowd into a frenzy. They

seized on Phoibe’s body and bore it away, tearing off pieces
as it went; probably ending up on the pyre with the rest of the
meat, fit for the celebratory feast, with the bones all divvied
up and buried wherever individual cultists went home to,
after.
I’m trapped, Gorgo thought, hanging there in Charis’s
arms, while Aglaia and the others clapped, cheered, and
ululated in approval, each according to their preference.
They’ve got me now, these freaks, them with their goddamn
Goddess. I’m altered, forever changed. Like I don’t even
know my own self anymore.
“What about him, down there?” she asked, finally, through
trembling lips.
Throughout the preceding action, the still pit-trapped boy
—Aglaia’s unlucky son—had fallen silent long since, in terms
of pleas. Now it was just grunts and cursing, oh God oh God
oh shit, help me please, with the kid scrabbling at the walls
like a crippled badger, trying his level best either to heave
himself free or bring the walls’ earth in on top of him, so he
could suffocate before they pulled him free and ripped him
apart. Perhaps having stared enough, however, Aglaia didn’t
even look, this time. Simply shook her head, curls lifting
slightly (softer than his yet similar, Gorgo could now see), and
said—
“Phoibe called him, but She made him answer. This is not
for him, for any of them, yet still they come: anathema, to be
dedicated, to be cursed. He chose his own fate.”

At that, the scrabbling stopped, as if kicked. Gorgo heard
the kid moan out, instinctive, maybe in supplication, maybe in
protest: Mom, oh Mom, Mommy, no. Please, God, please.
True Believers, true belief; not such an arrant hunk of
legitimized murder wrapped in bullshit fairytales after all, as it
turned out. More’s the fucking pity.
No God here, little boy, Gorgo thought, as close to sadly
as she was capable of. And closed her eyes.
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Sideshow
Catherine MacLeod
“You have ten minutes to convince me not to kill you,”
Minos said.
“Spare me the melodrama.” It wasn’t as if I hadn’t noticed
the gun. It wasn’t much uglier than the hand holding it, or the
expression he wore when I tucked my hair behind my ears.
It’s a common gesture, but apparently not one he expected
from the likes of me.
I usually keep my face covered in polite company.
No one’s ever accused Minos of being polite.
I took the seat he hadn’t offered and willed my stomach to
stay down. I didn’t really think he’d shoot me, but I wasn’t
betting, just in case. I wasn’t surprised that he was armed, not
with another group of animal rights activists phoning in a
bomb threat. My knapsack and rain coat had been searched
for weapons at the door.
A wall of monitors showed different views of the
Labyrinth. “Don’t you ever turn them off?” I asked. I’ve been
told my voice is surprisingly pleasant. No one’s ever said
compared to what. “Were you watching when . . . ? Yes, of
course you were.”
Minos shrugged. Good suit, silk tie, polished shoes: he still
dressed like a king. An old, tired, and forgotten king, but his
dark eyes missed nothing. “Nobody’s seen you for six

months,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting you back. Why do you
want to see me?”
“I don’t. You had the bouncer drag me in here,
remember?” He’s used to being hounded by crackpots and
gold-diggers. I wondered which he thought I was. I’m sure he
would’ve paid me to disappear after the attack if I hadn’t
already gone into hiding. But I hadn’t wanted to be hounded,
either.
“What are you doing here?” he asked.
“Waiting until the crowd thins.”
“And then?”
“I’m going into the maze.” His look of horror didn’t faze
me; I’ve seen it on too many other faces. “I’m not here to
cause a scene. If I was, I’d have shown up when the doors
opened.”
“Then why not come when the club’s empty?”
“Because I need witnesses. I want someone to notice if I
disappear.”
“And you think that might happen?”
“Absolutely—I know who you are. If I turned up dead the
police would have questions, but you’d be rid of publicity you
think you can’t afford.”
“What do you think I can afford?”
“Excuse me?”
“Aren’t you here to blackmail me?”
I snorted. It’s the closest I can come to laughter. “I don’t
want anything from you, Mr. Minos.”

“Except my permission to enter the maze.”
“If you try to stop me I will cause a scene, and then the
tabloids will have tomorrow’s headline.”
“Sounds like blackmail to me.”
“Fine, it’s blackmail. What are you going to do about it?”
••••
Bravado was the best plan I had. “Why do you want to see
me?” I asked.
“I don’t. You showed up where you knew you weren’t
wanted.”
He was still territorial, even if he didn’t like the territory.
He hadn’t lived this long by showing weakness, either. He
thought I hadn’t seen the cane behind his desk.
I watched him watch me. Probably thinking the usual: that
I seemed intelligent for one of my kind, whatever that was.
He said, “Is your name really Rumer?”
“I couldn’t possibly be fact.” I smiled. He looked away.
“It’s an old joke. I hear it all the time. My name means
unique. I was named after my grandmother. She was pleased
until she saw me.” Having never met my grandmother, I can
well imagine how that scene went. A baby girl with soft dark
hair, brown eyes, long eyelashes, but not even vaguely pretty.
My body looked human enough, but no one would ever have
modelled a china doll after me. Little Miss Minotaur, they
called me at the circus. Even as a child the name fit.
I shifted, trying to get comfortable. “Everyone knows my

name, Mr. Minos. What did you really want to ask?”
Once, I would have been out of place there, among
polished wood and soft leather. But now the sofa was worn
and the panelling scratched, and I was no shabbier than the
rest of his office. I almost felt pity—his life didn’t need more
monsters.
I said, “Is it true time has no meaning in the Labyrinth?”
“Yes. Why?”
“Because the tape is only four minutes long, but I’m sure
my rape took longer.”
He nodded. “It did.” He stared at nothing for a moment.
“Where are your companions from that night?”
“I don’t know.” And it’s in their best interests not to be
found. You can hear them laughing on the security tape,
under the Minotaur’s grunts and the sound of tearing meat.
Only one wall away, and they didn’t try to save me. Justin,
Marcus, and Caroline just patched their handscreens into the
camera and watched the whole thing.
Minos said, “Tell me what happened.”
I didn’t want to need him. I said, “You know.”
“I saw. It’s not the same thing.”
“They thought I’d be eaten alive. I’ve heard there were
doubts they meant for me to be raped, but not many, and
none of them mine. Your bartender said he heard Justin call
me that ugly cow. Which was unkind, even if it was apt.”
I knew how the lies would go: “I guess she’d had too
much to drink. We saw her stumbling into the maze and went

in after her.” Since there probably wouldn’t have been enough
of me left for a tox screen, who could prove otherwise?
Considering the Minotaur’s fabled appetite, their treachery
was well-planned.
Except for something no one considered.
I said, “I think the Minotaur needs me.”
“Why?”
“He didn’t eat me, even though he was hungry.”
“How would you know?”
Parents can be clueless about their children. It worries me.
“Because he once dined on seven youths and seven maidens.
But not anymore, right?”
“Right. People in this time tend to be less understanding of
such things. And—” He actually sounded amused. “I doubt
I’ve ever had fourteen virgins in here.”
Any other time I would have laughed. I knew he was
feeding the Minotaur fowl.
I said, “I’m alive because he tried not to kill me.”
“Because?”
“He’s lonely. He’s hungrier for touch than for food. And
the lonely, you know, we tend to seek out our own kind.”
I saw him understand. I saw him not want to.
I said, “I’m as close as he’s going to get.”
He said, “Tell me the rest.”
••••
It’s an old, well-known story. All stories are; only the

details ever change.
“Justin, Marcus, and Caroline were pretty people. I knew
them from the office—Daedalus Engineering. They worked
out front where they’d be seen. I worked in back where I
wouldn’t. I was in the archives, putting old files on disk. They
didn’t work for the money; they were there because their
families have interests in the company. But I needed the job. I
didn’t want to go back to the freak show.”
It had been hard when the circus manager, Mr. Avery, died
while we were here in Las Vegas. His son Ken had taken over
the job. He had ideas for making the “human oddities” even
more interesting. His plans for me started with a nose ring and
tattoos, and then got ugly.
Refusing got me fired. Ken’s sister came to see me before
the circus left town. She was like her father, kind just because
she could be. I’m sure she called in a favor to get me work.
She helped me find a small apartment. The neighbors weren’t
exactly welcoming, but they left me alone.
She’d told me, “Don’t lock yourself up all the time, okay?
You’re going to need people around you.”
She was right.
“Why did you trust them?” Minos asked.
“Because even monsters get desperate for company. We
can’t always wait for trustworthy companions—even the
beautiful wait a long time for those.”
He nodded, possibly remembering betrayal. Maybe
recalling how often he’d dished it out.

“I was surprised when they asked me out after work.
They’d always been civil, but not friendly. That should’ve
been my first clue. But I hadn’t been out in so long. The
Labyrinth wouldn’t have been my first choice, though. It’s
just another sideshow. Oh, don’t give me that look—I know a
circus when I see one.”
Minos laughed softly. “It is, isn’t it?”
The Labyrinth is all theatrics: strobe lights, bone-rattling
music, brightly-painted dancers who don’t really worry about
the Minotaur coming out. Although, for insurance reasons,
they’re all warned it might happen. You enter at your own
risk. You pays your money, you takes your chances.
Maybe they believe that because they’ve never seen it
there isn’t really a monster. But they should know better.
Sideshows always have a monster.
And in my case it was Justin. He learned the guards’
routine; he found the one door that would be unlocked for a
few minutes. One drink past midnight he pulled me further
into the maze and backed me into a corner. I knew then. The
only men who want to get that close to me are barkers and
aspiring pornographers. When I let go of my glass it took a
long time to hit the floor.
History repeats itself. There’ll always be people who hurt
others for fun. Those who think monsters never get lonely,
and those who know all too well that we do.
There’ll always be a date-rape drug.
Old story.

••••
He said, “You tell your story well. But you’ve never told it
to the press, no matter how much money they offered.”
“No. I didn’t want to be found.” I’m good at reading
expressions, but I couldn’t read his. He looked weary. His gun
hand trembled slightly, which didn’t help my nausea.
“Turning down cash has never been a common practice
among my acquaintances,” he said. “Especially the women.”
I deciphered his new look just fine. “Or whatever I am?”
“What are you?”
His candor was a nice chance from the usual.
“I’m not a Minotaur. That’s what you’re wondering, right?
I’m a mishap, not a myth. A misshapen woman who fits into a
limited number of niches. Admittedly, the maze is a big one,
but it still has its restrictions.”
“Then why are you so determined to go in?”
“Where else would I go? I’m not sleeping on the street
tonight.”
He sat up suddenly. “You intend to stay in there?”
“Yes.”
After the rape, a social worker had taken me to a home for
women in crisis, which was miraculously empty at the time;
but it had filled as the months went by. I wasn’t the scariest
thing the other women had ever seen, not by a long shot, but I
frightened their children. When some of them started having
nightmares I knew it was time to move on. My landlady was

too miserable with all the media attention for me to think of
going back there. No decent hotel would have me.
I considered my choices: Ken would probably take me
back; Minos might not throw me out. I had my choice of
circuses.
I glanced up as the Minotaur ghosted across the nearest
screen. “I have to admire you, Mr. Minos. Up to a certain
point, that is. It was clever of you, turning your last piece of
real estate into a nightclub.”
But he’d always been tough. Kings live on the goodwill of
their subjects, and there had been less and less of it the last
few years of his reign. There had been stories of sorcery and
terrible rituals practiced in the palace, some of them true.
There had been rumors of his death and several attempts to
make gossip into fact, but he was still on his feet.
“You’ve done your homework,” he said.
“I told you, I know who you are. Minos, former king of
Crete, husband of Pasiphae. I don’t know much about her—
she was sent to the asylum before my time. I suppose giving
birth to the Minotaur would drive any woman insane. But
even before that—falling in love with the white bull you were
supposed to sacrifice to Poseidon because it was so beautiful?
A little peculiar.”
“Twisted,” he murmured.
“Definitely. But since you couldn’t stand to slay it for the
same reason, maybe you shouldn’t throw stones.”
“May I tell you something?”

“You’re holding the gun.”
“Poseidon made Pasiphae love the bull because I refused
to sacrifice it. Her madness is my fault.” He didn’t say
anything about the curse Poseidon had put on the Labyrinth,
slowing time inside to a crawl so that Minos’s misery would
last longer. He didn’t say that when he’d used sorcery to
move the Labyrinth through time to what he’d hoped would
be a safe place, he’d had no way of knowing the curse would
come with it. A leap of faith, not knowing where he’d land.
We didn’t need to revisit that story.
“I know about time with no meaning,” he said. “The white
bull is dead, but I’m still serving penance.”
We watched his son move through the heart of the maze,
dark and filthy and mad. He was hard to look at, and I
wondered if that wasn’t part of the reason for the looser
security inside. There were hundreds of security cameras in
the maze, but maybe the guards simply couldn’t stand to look.
I wondered if disbelief had frozen them the night of my
assault. No one had expected to see people that far into the
maze, and there was a good chance they’d never seen such
violence before. Who believed such brutality possible?
I believed. And so did King Minos.
••••
“And what are you?” I asked.
“Not getting by as well as you think.” He was tired, if he
was opening his heart to monsters. Or maybe it had just been

a while since he’d had someone to talk to.
I checked the view of the bar. “The crowd’s dwindling.”
“That is the crowd.”
“You’re kidding.”
“I have a talented PR man. Business is good if you believe
the papers. But word-of-mouth has slowed us down
considerably. The club is taking on the air of bygone days.”
He was right. That was exactly how it felt. “What will you
do if it closes?”
“It can’t. Feeding my son still takes money. I have an
obligation to family.” His gaze held mine for a long moment. I
looked away first. “Tell me what you remember about that
night.”
“Bones. I remember scattered bones. And the crowd that
gathered to watch me being carried out.”
“That’s it?” he asked.
“After being drugged I shouldn’t remember even that
much.”
But in my nightmares there’s the sound of my bones
cracking under the Minotaur’s weight. The smell of my blood
spraying and my bladder letting go. The Minotaur’s breath,
rank beyond description. The manure he dropped on my legs
in his excitement. The sound of him mounting me. I’m sure
some of it is memory.
“I’ve been waiting to hear from your lawyer,” he said. “My
men expected to be sued for not getting you out of there
sooner.”

“It never crossed my mind.” They did the best they could
—even the Minotaur runs from a dozen Tasers. “I don’t
blame anyone but Justin.”
“Not the others?”
“I can’t see Marcus and Caroline planning this. I think they
went along with it because Justin needed an audience.”
I wish I could say they set me up for some bizarre ritual,
that they needed a sacrifice or something. But I know better.
For somebody like Justin, jaded and oh-so-entitled, betrayal is
just another game, and disappearing is an adventure. It’s
possible with enough money.
I suspect he’ll always have enough—an anonymous
someone is copying the Labyrinth’s security tapes and selling
them to special collectors. My rape is a popular show in
certain circles now. I’m a star.
I’m sure Minos knows more about that night than I told
him, right down to how many stitches I needed.
Many: an hour before I’d been a virgin.
Some of my hair was ripped out. Bones had to be set. The
doctors were horrified at the damage to my face, and more so
when the x-rays showed there wasn’t any.
They said there was less damage than they’d expected.
I expect anything less than DOA would have been a
surprise.
One of them said my survival was a miracle and asked if I
thought the gods had played a part in it. I looked at the old
man watching the Minotaur onscreen, and I wondered if

they’d played a part in his survival or if they’d just turned
their backs. He was neither loved nor missed in his former
kingdom, and he must be relieved to be away.
But he also must be lonely. Monsters get that way.
It’s so easy to lose everything. One mistake, one moment
of doubt.
Old story.
••••
“You’re really human?” He wasn’t being rude; he just
couldn’t come to terms with it.
I nodded. “My parents made sure. If I hadn’t been, they
might have felt less guilty about sending me away with the
circus.”
Mr. Avery never told me how he’d heard about me; he
wasn’t proud of the fact that he listened to gossip. He came to
our house on my fourteenth birthday, hat in hand, and offered
me a place in his show. He took us to the circus to meet his
“oddities” and asked me what I thought. I didn’t want to go
with him, but I told my parents I did because I wanted them
to stop looking over their shoulders. The tension at home
wasn’t my fault, but I was still the cause.
Even at fourteen, when you become self-conscious about
your body and hate being stared at, I knew this was how it
would have to be. There were only so many places I would
ever fit in.
My parents sent me off with warm clothes, volumes of the

poetry I loved, and all the extra money they had. Bless them,
they never once looked relieved.
I remember them pointing out clouds shaped like animals,
and the constellation Taurus, because my birthday is the end
of April. I remember the flower-shaped chocolate cake they
made me every year.
I remember red paint splashed on the house and detergent
dumped in the koi pond. The neighbors were afraid I’d infect
their children with repulsiveness. Fear can make you stupid.
My parents did their best to keep me safe.
They should’ve come with me.
But we all knew safety was relative.
“I know what I’m walking into,” I said. “They say there’s
someone for everyone, right? And he’s half-human, which is
more than I can say for some humans.”
I tried again to find a comfortable position on the hard
chair. There didn’t seem to be one. Realization dawned on his
face as my coat fell open. “You’re—?”
“Yes.”
He pointed with the gun. “Tell me.”
Where to even begin?
“They say pregnant women get this glow, but I don’t see it.
My back hurts all the time. Your son likes human flesh, and
his son appears to have the same tastes—sometimes I get . . .
cravings. The doctors gave me standard treatment at the
hospital, so this should have been impossible, but . . .”
“Should have been,” he sighed, and I heard what he hadn’t

said—that nothing in the Labyrinth was what anyone
expected.
They’d told me what to expect after the rape—sleep
disturbances, change in appetite, severe mood swings. By the
time I realized the symptoms could mean something else it
was too late for a safe abortion.
It was too late for a lot of things.
“I’ve memorized the layout,” I said. “I think I can avoid
him. And if I can’t . . . I know what to expect this time.”
“You memorized . . . ? How?”
“The design of the maze was one of the files I put on disk.
Apparently Justin saw it, too. Daedalus was a brilliant
architect, wasn’t he? And you tried to put him out of business
so he could never build another Labyrinth. You arranged for a
little crash-and-burn. That’s why I made sure people saw me
come in—you remove people you find inconvenient.”
He nodded. We were running out of conversation. But
finally I couldn’t help asking, “Were you ever really planning
to use that on me?”
He set the gun on the desk. “Sometimes I think about
using it on myself. But then who would feed my son? No, I’m
not about to kill the mother of my grandchild.”
It was nice to hear him say it. “So it’s just an accessory?”
“Yes. Like you, I enjoy the illusion of choice.”
It occurred to me that he probably didn’t want to need me,
either. I glanced around the office. “You’ve been living in
here, haven’t you? Sleeping on the couch.”

“Time moves on. Sometimes it leaves us behind. I don’t fit
in many niches, either.” He watched the screens for a
moment. “Amazing,” he said. “We might actually be too
strange for Las Vegas.”
••••
“You didn’t know, did you?” I asked. “You didn’t always
have security cameras.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Some of the bones in there are awfully small, Mr. Minos.
I think a couple of your sacrifices died in childbirth.”
He spoke on the second try. “I never thought of that.”
“Neither did anyone else, apparently. But it’s still possible
to survive the birth. Your wife is living proof.”
Neither of us said, If what she does can be called living.
I said, “By this time next week you’ll have all the
customers you can handle.”
They’ll come looking for an encore. Their need for
spectacle will exceed their fear. I’m going to sell more tickets
than he can count.
“I’ll be watching,” he said. “I’ll send help when you go
into labor.”
He’s the head of the family; he won’t neglect his kin. He’s
a businessman; he won’t risk losing his star attraction.
He opened the door for me, an unexpected courtesy.
“How long do you have?”
“Cows and humans both take nine months. So, maybe

three.”
“But you really don’t know.”
“Time is different in the maze.”
“Shall I have my men escort you in?”
“No, thank you. I know my way.”
“Rumer?” I looked up at him. He didn’t flinch. “Is this an
old story, too?”
“They all are, remember?”
“How does it end, do you suppose?”
He watched me look for an answer. He saw me not find
one. He closed the door quietly behind me.
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Unfair Exchange
Pat Cadigan
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Dear Future Me:
I haven’t been myself lately and neither have you.
I don’t even know if I’ll understand that or remember
anything of what happened. TBI—traumatic brain injury—is
dicey and unpredictable. Did you know you could fall down a
flight of stairs, hit a concrete landing head-first, and after
spending a week comatose in intensive care with a subdural
hematoma, wake up bright-eyed and bushy-tailed with
nothing more than some minor gaps in your memory and a

tendency to get headaches in rainy weather? Or you could
bump your head on a kitchen cabinet door, never lose
consciousness, but stroke out two hours later and spend the
rest of your life in a care home. The brain is a strange and
temperamental organ. This is why it’s so dangerous for people
to use magic—we’ve got a lot to lose.
But I’m getting ahead of myself. Or am I? What do I talk
about first—the necklace Grandma gave me—you—and my
—our—twin brother Jesse? Or the fact that I was wearing it
when the three kids broke into my downstairs neighbor’s flat?
Or that I forgot I was wearing it when I charged in like Jools
the Superwoman?
••••
After bumming around Europe for a few months after
college, I knew London was the place for me. Haringey
wasn’t a wealthy garden spot but that didn’t bother me. It had
an energy that appealed to me on sight. It reminded me of our
old neighborhood in Massachusetts, but where that area had
been primarily Italian and Puerto Rican, here it was Turkish,
Greek, both kinds of Cypriot, African, and Indian.
The main road, Green Lanes, was lined with small
businesses—news agents (what we called candy stores back in
the day), grocers, butchers, restaurants, dry-cleaners,
locksmiths, and, here in the twenty-first century, internet cafes
that advertised cell phone unlocking. The grand old pub on
the corner was over a hundred years old and had been

featured in the movie Chaplin. The Chinese restaurant
advertised its food as both halal and kosher, Orthodox Jews
from nearby Stamford Hill bought fresh produce in the
Muslim-owned twenty-four-hour fruit and veg shops, and
there were kids everywhere. Estate agents called it the inner
city; I called it a working-class family neighborhood and
managed to buy just before the housing market went
completely insane. My clients warned me to keep my doors
and windows locked and never go out alone after dark. Six
months after I moved in, a twelve-year-old boy tried to mug
me as I was on my way home with some shopping; he ran off
when I said I knew his parents—a lie, but in that area, entirely
possible. In the nine years since, that was my only brush with
crime. Until that night.
Glass breaking downstairs woke me up. I’d been reading a
book, winding down from a long day taking care of clients’
websites, and I don’t think I got through a whole paragraph
before I nodded off. I knew by the sound it was either Mrs.
Chodari in the ground-floor flat or the one next door. I looked
out the window just as the light went on in Mrs. Chodari’s
kitchen. Glass all over the sink and counter showed someone
had broken in from outside, and it definitely wasn’t because
Mrs. Chodari had locked herself out. For one thing, she was
eighty-five, and for another, we had keys to each others’ flats
for just that eventuality. She’d never needed my help, but I’m
embarrassed to say she had to let me into my own place more
than once.

I dialed the emergency number—and son of a bitch, it was
out of order. I tried three times, then used my cell. Same
thing. I couldn’t believe it. What a time for the phones to go
down! The brave new world of the twenty-first century—
screw the flying cars, why don’t the machines we already
have work? Voices came to me through the window—two or
three different guys and Mrs. Chodari, who sounded terrified.
I ran downstairs, banged on the front door and yelled that the
cops were on the way. Then I listened and when I couldn’t
hear anything, I let myself in.
I wasn’t really thinking straight—my adrenaline was
running but I was also still half-asleep. I stumbled into the
front hallway just as two guys were dragging Mrs. Chodari
into her living room. There was blood on her nightgown—a
lot of blood—and I thought they were killing her. She was
crying No, no, don’t!, and I heard one of the guys curse. Still
not thinking straight, I rushed into the living room and
grabbed the first one I saw.
He spun around and the next thing I knew, I was
staggering backwards across the room. My foot caught on
something and I fell, hitting the coffee table on my way down.
You know all those fight scenes in movies where someone
falls on a coffee table and it shatters into a billion pieces?
Total bullshit. I bounced off the thing.
Mrs. Chodari started calling my name. One of the guys
told her to shut up and there was the sound of a hard slap. I
used the coffee table to pull myself up to my feet and

launched myself at the nearest guy. I was just so furious that
anyone would hit her that I was only dimly aware of a sharp
pain in my side. Don’t ask me what I thought I was doing.
The two of us crashed into the credenza where Mrs.
Chodari kept a lot of family photos in frames. The photos
scattered but we bounced off the credenza—it was an even
heavier piece than the coffee table, and it did more damage to
us than we did to it. I felt like something was stabbing me
inside, and the guy hit the floor with a cry of pain so
gratifying I could almost have ignored the fact that I was
having a hard time catching my breath. I figured I’d simply
had the wind knocked out of me, and I kept trying to get up
again to hit someone else, anyone else.
Somehow, I pushed myself to my feet and tried to
straighten up, but my torso was full of molten lava, I still
couldn’t catch my breath, and everything was out of focus. I
remember a blurry image of Mrs. Chodari sprawled in a chair
in her bloody nightgown, reaching one skinny brown arm
toward me. Then something with pale skin and very blond
hair rose up between us and the world ended in a massive
explosion.
The world reassembled itself just long enough for me to
see the kid bending over me and drawing back with my
necklace in his hands. Then I was standing in the middle of
Mrs. Chodari’s living room holding my necklace, looking
down at my inert body.
Now I was wide awake and scared out of my mind. My

first impulse was to put my necklace back. So I did.
Everything went black. Then I was standing in the middle of
the living room holding the necklace again. I tried a second
time—same thing. This stupid kid had fixated on my necklace
for some reason, maybe because I’d interrupted his home
invasion and he wasn’t leaving without taking something from
me. I don’t know. I’d have kept trying, but underneath the
sound of Mrs. Chodari sobbing and the other two guys
yelling, I heard the faint sound of a police siren. Someone
must have heard the noise and managed to get through to the
police.
The other two guys ran out the front door. I stood there
like a dope with a vague idea of giving myself up when
something hard hit me in the back. Mrs. Chodari had found
enough strength to throw a paperweight at me. I ran outside,
but a police car was already turning the corner at the end of
the street. My own door was still wide open, so I slipped
inside, closed it very quietly, and tiptoed up the stairs.
They sent us—Mrs. Chodari and “me”—to the hospital,
but I stayed quiet until I was sure everyone was gone. Then I
had to work fast—Mrs. Chodari would have told the police I
lived alone, and she had to have given them my—his—our?
—description. I packed a bag with my iPad, all my
identification and important papers, a few small valuables, and
anything else I thought might be useful. I took a moment to
regret not grabbing my cell phone and then found it in my
pocket. At some point the little bastard had managed to steal

that from me, too. It was hard to be mad at him for that while
I used it to call Jesse.
But I was mad at myself. I really had been more asleep
than awake when I had sprung into action. Trying to call the
police, I had automatically pushed 911 instead of 999. Almost
ten years in London and I was still programmed with the
American emergency number. I actually broke down and cried
when I saw it on my cell. If I had just taken a few seconds to
wake up all the way and think clearly, I’d have realized. The
police would have arrived a hell of a lot sooner, and I would
probably have waited for them instead of charging in. But
even if I hadn’t, they’d have probably shown up before I got
hurt too badly. And right now, I’d be back in my own home,
working on clients’ websites in my daytime pajamas instead of
hiding out in some juvenile delinquent’s body and writing
letters to Future Me.
••••
Anyway, Future Me, I hope your head injury hasn’t
affected your memory to such an extent that you don’t
remember Grandma’s necklace. Or worse, Grandma—that’s
our paternal grandmother, Grandma Blossom; Mom’s parents
died young (in case you don’t remember). We were her only
grandchildren, and she looked after us while Mom and Dad
were at work. If you need help remembering, there are a ton
of photos in the cloud. In some of the photos, you can see
Grandma wearing it—the necklace, not the cloud—although

she usually kept it out of sight under her clothes when we
were really little and likely to grab dangly things. She didn’t
like to wear it when she went out. Sometimes she would hide
it in a Tupperware dish of leftovers in the refrigerator or, if
there weren’t any leftovers, she’d put it in a bag of lima beans
in the freezer. Burglars never want leftovers or lima beans,
she said, and she was probably right. The three little shits who
broke into Mrs. Chodari’s flat only found a bottle of white
wine in the fridge, and they turned their noses up at it.
Anyway, just in case you—I?—end up with serious
memory loss:
When Jesse and I—Jesse and you? Damn, I didn’t think
writing to myself would be so complicated. Screw it.
When you and Jesse were ten, Grandma sat you down on
the sofa in her living room and told you about the necklace. It
had to be handled with care, she said as she took it off and
put it in a small metal dish on the coffee table. Now it was
safe for you to pick it up and put it on. So you did.
It was the first time you’d ever actually handled it. It was
just an egg-shaped silver ball on a chain, and you were
surprised at how heavy it felt. No, not heavy, exactly—I think
dense might be more like it. You also thought there was a
design etched into the surface, but on closer examination, it
seemed as if any pattern that had once been there had been
worn away. The chain was long enough to slip over your head
without fiddling with the clasp. At ten, you were starting to
get interested in jewelry; some of the girls at school had

gotten their ears pierced, and you were considering asking
Mom if you could, too, although you were pretty sure the
answer would be no.
Jesse noticed what happened before you did. His eyes got
big and round and he pointed. “How did it do that, Grandma?
Is it, like, body heat?”
You looked down and saw that now there was a design on
the egg, swirly lines and curlicues.
Grandma laughed, looking pleased. “Yes, in a way. You
could say that. And as you get older and your body changes,
that will change, too.”
You held it between thumb and forefinger and said “But I
thought this was old.”
“Oh, it is, Julia honey.” You were always Julia with
Grandma, never Jools. “It’s older than I am, even. It was old
when my grandmother got it from her grandmother, old when
it came to her from her grandmother.”
“So how can it do that, with the lines that appear and
disappear?” you asked suspiciously. Jesse was the observant,
wondering twin; you were the wary skeptic.
“I’ll get to that,” Grandma chuckled. “But first, take it off
and hand it to me.”
You did . . . and suddenly the wary skeptic was gazing at
herself through seventy-year-old eyes and aware of a faint
twinge in her left wrist, a more pronounced ache in her right
hip. “You” reached over to put “your” hand on Grandma’s
seventy-year-old knee and said, “Stay calm and don’t make

any sudden moves. I don’t want you to fall down and break
my hip.”
Your heart was racing and you started to feel lightheaded.
“Grandma—” you said, but in her voice. As everything
started to brown out, little hands pried the necklace out of
your grasp. A moment later, your vision cleared and you were
looking at Grandma with your own eyes. She was sagging
back against the cushion with one hand on her chest and the
necklace safely around her own neck again.
“Woo,” she said breathlessly. “Next time I’d better take a
Xanax first. I can’t handle that kind of adrenaline rush the
way I used to.”
“Are you all right, Grandma?” Jesse looked from her to
you and back again. “What happened?”
“I saw . . .” You almost couldn’t say it. “Me.”
Jesse went from wondering observant twin to wary
suspicious. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I saw me—” You pointed at yourself, then moved your
index finger in a straight line to the spot right between
Grandma’s eyes. “From there.”
Now Jesse was completely baffled.
“And you’ll notice—” Grandma held out the silvery egg,
still keeping the chain around her neck. “It’s not the same
design on me.”
She was right, it wasn’t. The design was a lot more
complex—it actually looked like several designs, one on top
of another.

“What is it?” you asked.
“It’s an exchanger,” she said. “It exchanges.”
“Exchanges what?” Jesse asked.
So you and Grandma showed him, this time with
Grandma putting the necklace in the dish again so you could
exchange with him. He took it about like you had. It was
weird but nowhere near as bizarre as it had been with
Grandma, partly because you knew what was going to happen
but also because of the twin factor.
“Who made that thing?” Jesse asked when everyone was
normal again.
“I haven’t the slightest idea,” Grandma said. “Nor do I
know how it works—the magic involved, I mean. Yes, it is
magic, my little chickens. Absolutely supernatural, as in
‘should not exist.’ But it does exist and I am its caretaker. And
when I’m gone, that responsibility will pass to you. Both of
you. It always goes to twins.”
Grandma’s identical twin sister died before we were born.
I overheard Grandma telling Dad that Mom’s having us made
her feel a little less incomplete even though we weren’t
identical. Biologically, fraternal twins are basically plain old
siblings, only simultaneous. But being a twin is a lot more
than that. Twins don’t come into this world alone and that’s a
major variation in the human condition; it’s something no
singleton can understand. I don’t know if it’s that way for
other multiples. But we shared a single placenta, and I can’t
help thinking that gives us a little extra-extra.

••••
Okay, Future Me, I’m gambling that you’re still with me
and you haven’t decided this is some kind of put-on, or
you’ve got multiple personalities or delusions or something.
Jesse should be on hand to back me up.
As you’ve probably gathered by now, I am still in that little
bastard’s body and he’s in yours. At the moment—I mean,
right now, as I write this—your body is still in a coma and
they still don’t know if/when you’re to wake up. Although
Jesse told me that on his last few visits, the doctors and nurses
have started saying when rather than if. But there’s another
big if here, to wit: what if that little bastard wakes up before I
can unexchange us?
Jesse says it would serve him right. He talked to the cops
and they told him that they’ve got a heap of reports about a
home invasion trio who target old people. They break into
their houses in the middle of the night and rob them, and if
the victims give them any trouble, they beat the shit out of
them. Jesse says this guy deserves to feel the kind of pain he
and his buddies have been dishing out—some of their
previous victims are still recovering.
But, funny thing: except for that one slap, Mrs. Chodari
got away relatively unscathed. All the blood I saw on her
nightgown was from one of the other guys—he cut himself on
the broken glass and, kind spirit that she is, Mrs. Chodari tried
to stop the bleeding. The other two dragged her into the living

room because she was fussing over him too much. I don’t
know what they would have done to her if I hadn’t barged in.
And they didn’t get away with much, just a few little things
that have no value to anyone except, of course, to Mrs.
Chodari.
Jesse says she comes up to the hospital at least once a
week to sit by the bed and talk to “me.” It’s supposed to be
relatives only in the ICU, but they make an exception for her.
She tells anyone who’ll listen that I saved her from a gang of
burglars. I don’t know what she’d say if she knew whose
hand she was really holding.
I haven’t been to the hospital although I really, really,
really want to. Jesse insists it isn’t safe, even though I’ve
changed my appearance a lot—I cut my hair short and dyed it
brown, and I had Jesse buy me some preppy crap to wear.
But Jesse thinks that Mrs. Chodari would probably recognize
my voice. I said fine, we’ll go when she isn’t there and you
can tell the nurses I’m your nephew or something. But he still
thinks it’s too risky for me to go out. Even if the police don’t
spot me, there’s the matter of the other two burglars, who
must be wondering where the hell I am. Not to mention the
kid’s family, who have probably reported him missing by now.
I am so screwed.
••••
Hello again, Future Me.
I’ve decided Jesse watches too much TV. He had this idea

to bring me to a hospital emergency room—A&E, I told him,
that’s what they call it here—in a state of disorientation.
Speaking in an American accent, I claim the last thing I
remember was being at a party in New York City. Then
someone gave me a weird drug and the next thing I knew, I
was waking up face down in Trafalgar Square. I spent a lot of
time explaining how many different ways this wouldn’t work.
Jesse also doesn’t grasp what a surveillance society this is. I
don’t think they even have traffic cameras out in the suburbs
of Overland Park where he and Tracey and the kids live. Not
to mention the fact that the police wouldn’t just accept
whatever I told them regardless of the accent. There was a
good chance that the little shit who’d taken my body already
had a criminal record so his fingerprints would be on file.
We’d both end up in jail—me for burglary and Jesse for lying
to the police. Meanwhile, back at the hospital, as soon as the
little bastard woke up in my body, he’d probably end up
strapped down in a psych ward. Big mess, which would get a
lot messier when I got released to the custody of my parents,
unless they decided to let me rot in jail.
In any case, the kid and I would be stuck in each other’s
body and Jesse would probably get deported, maybe even
banned from entering the country again. I am so screwed.
Okay, Jesse says, then we just wait a few weeks. After the
break-in, Mrs. What’s-Her-Name is happy to have me staying
in your flat. We just have to make sure you stay out of sight.
Then we’ll get you to the hospital when we know she won’t

be there, and you can get Grandma’s necklace. If you really
want to do that.
Why wouldn’t I? I ask him.
So he tells me a lot of stuff the doctors told him about
traumatic brain injury and how I might never be the same.
People with serious head injuries often suffer personality
changes—a lot of them have anger-management issues.
Worse, what if I’m lobotomized? What if I’m like a stroke
victim? What if I never recover, what if I have to live in a
home for the rest of my life? I don’t deserve that—he does.
Whoever he is.
We still don’t even know his name—that kills me. If you’ll
pardon the expression.
So I try to explain to my brother how the longer I’m in this
body, the more uncomfortable I feel. For one thing, walking
around wearing a penis just isn’t working for me—I’m not
really a guy. I feel like part of me is inside out. And my
reproductive organs definitely belong to a young guy—there’s
a line in an Eddie Murphy movie about getting hard in a light
breeze or something. This is an adolescent boy’s body, it has
nothing to do with me, I just happen to be here. It’s like a
dissociative state, which has to be unhealthy. At the same
time, I feel positively indecent, almost like I’m molesting this
kid. If I don’t get back into my own body soon, I’m going to
have sexual hang-ups I never even imagined.
But even beyond that, there’s this pull to be back in my
own body. It’s like homesickness, addiction, and OCD all

rolled into one. I’ve never been out of my body for this long.
Jesse and I exchanged a couple of times after Grandma gave
us the necklace, but I don’t think it was even ten minutes
before we switched back. It was too weird. We asked
Grandma if she and her twin ever swapped. Sometimes, she
said, but she wouldn’t talk about that, only warned us never to
exchange with anyone but each other, and even that wasn’t a
good idea. If something happened and we got stuck in the
wrong bodies, bad things would happen. Because
supernatural was unnatural.
“Even in the most virtuous hands, magic has always been
dangerous,” she told us. “More so now because its standing in
the material world has been revoked in favor of the natural
laws of science. It’s a serious breach for the explicable to
behave in an inexplicable manner. Which is a good thing. The
sun doesn’t shine only for those who know a ritual but for
everyone; it rains on the just and the unjust. We get the things
we want by working for them, not wishing. Crops grow
because of better cultivation techniques, not human sacrifice.”
At the time, I remember wanting to ask her, in light of
news about the latest famine, if she was really sure about that
last.
••••
Okay, Future Me, this may be the last message you get
from the you that was.
Jesse has been in the flat for almost a week and a half. We

used some tanning stuff to darken my skin, dyed my hair an
even darker brown, and introduced me to Mrs. Chodari as his
nephew Rickey, who’s been over here as an exchange student
in Liverpool, now here to help out with Auntie Jools. As near
as I can tell, she bought it. Maybe it’s the American accent or
the change in wardrobe. In any case, if we fooled her, it’s safe
for me to go out. Good thing, because I’m going nuts cooped
up in the flat. This body is restless; it’s used to a lot more
movement.
Today, we’re going up to the hospital to see “me.” The
doctor phoned Jesse to tell him that “I” finally woke up last
night, and it was pretty much the shitstorm I thought it would
be.
I listened in as the doctor told Jesse that his sister is very
disoriented and seems to believe she is somebody else
entirely; they have no idea why. This isn’t how trauma usually
manifests, but the brain is a funny organ; you can never be
completely certain about what might happen, and no two
people are ever affected in the same way.
“It could be that your sister is refusing to accept her
deficits,” the doctor said. She sounded like a really nice
person.
Jesse asked what the deficits were.
“We’re not really sure,” the doctor said. “She can’t walk as
yet—when the nurses got her on her feet, her knees gave out,
and she has some trouble talking. She asked a nurse for a
mirror and then got so hysterical when she saw her reflection

that we had to sedate her. She also complained of being
castrated, although that’s probably just the catheter bothering
her. We’re going to send her for a brain scan this morning, so
perhaps we’ll have more to tell you by the time you come up
this afternoon.”
“Wow,” I said after he hung up. “Maybe we’d better go
now. Before ‘I’ get worse.”
“They might let me in but probably not you,” he said.
Then I had an inspiration. “Maybe I shouldn’t go as your
nephew. Maybe I should masquerade as a porter or a janitor,
sneak in, and put the necklace on her. Problem solved.”
“Isn’t that how you got into this fix in the first place?”
Jesse reminded me of what I’d told about switching back and
forth during the robbery.
“Oh, right. Well, this time, I’ll tell him what’s going on.
And he’ll be looking right at himself.”
“I’d rather you were with me. Then we can both talk to
him and I can keep him from undoing everything. Or re-doing
everything. Or re-undoing everything. If you really want to go
through with this.”
“Don’t start that again,” I said. “I thought I explained it to
you.”
“Yeah, and actually, I get it,” Jesse said. “I don’t remember
much about the times we swapped except that it felt wrong
and I couldn’t wait to swap back. Maybe because I felt
castrated.”
Men.

••••
Okay, this next part you could probably have seen coming
even if you weren’t Future Me. I don’t know why I didn’t.
I think I felt it happen on the way over in the cab. All of a
sudden, I felt incredibly nauseated, like I’d been punched in
the stomach, but without the physical blow. I thought it might
have been the damned speed humps in the road. They put
them on a lot of side streets in London to keep the traffic
slow. Cabbies take these routes to avoid congestion on the
main roads, but you end up having this awful ride where they
accelerate for ten seconds, then suddenly slow down and
bounce over the humps, accelerate again, then suddenly slow
down, bounce, over and over, ad literal nauseam.
Anyway, when we got to the hospital, the doctor was sorry
to tell us that Jesse’s sister had had a hysterical episode where
she ripped out her IV while trying to escape. But she forgot
about the catheter (oh, ugh). She fell down and hit her head.
She didn’t even hit it that hard, but after the previous injuries,
it was just too much. She’s in a coma again, and the doctor
says we shouldn’t expect her to come out of it.
I am so screwed.
••••
We sit with “me” for a while and then go down to the
cafeteria on the second floor, where Jesse starts talking about
looking up death notices from fifteen to twenty years ago in

the county where he lives, for kids who died in infancy or
toddlerhood. Then he can send away for a birth certificate,
which he can use to get a US passport. For me.
Leaving aside the fact that I’m not sure this is even
possible—would they really send someone’s birth certificate
to any random person who asks?—not to mention how we’d
explain a US citizen living in a foreign country without ever
having had a passport in the first place as well as a hundred
other things I haven’t thought of, I cannot imagine why he
thinks I would give up and go home in this body.
“If you—your own body—isn’t expected to live . . .” Jesse
looks pained.
“All the more reason I’ve got to switch back,” I say.
Jesse’s eyes practically bug out. “Are you crazy? Do you
really have a death wish?”
“No, I don’t. But if that kid dies in my body, we don’t
know what’ll happen.”
“I do,” Jesse says staunchly. “Karmic justice.”
“Karmic justice? Let’s see—the kid’s troubles will all be
over, but I’ll have to re-do my late adolescence, go back to
university to get a degree in shit I already know, and pee
standing up for as long as I live. Yeah, that would serve me
right.”
Jesse gives me a look. “Hey, a lot of people would think
it’s a pretty good deal.”
“Yeah?” I give him my own look. “Are all of them guys?”
He dips his head a little sheepishly. “Being a guy is not so

bad.”
“Maybe in twenty years I’d finally get used to it, but you
can get used to hanging. It wouldn’t mean you liked it. I’m
not a guy. And most importantly, I’m not this guy.”
“Okay, can you sit down?” Jesse says. I keep getting up
and pacing back and forth. This body goes running. To keep
in shape for all those quick getaways, I guess.
I force myself to sit down again. “You know what
Grandma said about never exchanging with anyone else.”
Jesse nods reluctantly. “I figured it was to make sure it
stayed in the family.”
“It’s more than that,” I tell him. “She said it always goes to
twins, remember? Twins exchanging aren’t as unnatural,
especially identical twins, who have the same DNA.”
“Not to be Captain Obvious but we’re not identical,” Jesse
says, frowning.
“That’s why it was uncomfortable for us. You felt
castrated. I felt—” I shake my head. “I don’t want to talk
about it. Shit.” Just thinking about having a penis wakes the
damned thing up.
“Yes but is this really so bad that you’d rather die?” Jesse
asks me. “Because those are your options—this, or die in a
coma.”
“Those are my options if I don’t switch back,” I tell him.
“This body doesn’t like me. It doesn’t want me. And if I don’t
get things straightened out soon, it’s going to reject me. And
then my troubles will all be over.”

Now my brother looks terrified. “What do you mean?”
I thump my breastbone with one fist. “I’ve got this feeling
of impending doom. Right here.”
“You know that’s low potassium. You need a banana. I
saw a fruit bowl—” He starts to get up and I pull him down
again.
“It’s not low potassium, it’s a completely different
sensation. It’s more like—like if I were in an interrogation
room at the police station waiting for them to come in and tell
me my prints are a match on the murder weapon.”
Jesse takes a breath. “That’s pretty neurotic.”
“I’m in someone else’s body, I think I’m entitled.”
He takes another breath. “Suppose we swap? Right now.”
I swivel on my chair and bend over for a few moments.
Jesse wants to know what’s wrong. “The idea of being in a
second wrong body makes me want to be sick.”
“Okay, okay,” Jesse sighs. “I just can’t stand the idea that
this little bastard gets to live his life while you—”
“While I die?” I say when he can’t. “Maybe I won’t if I’m
back where I belong.”
My brother’s expression goes from hopeful to skeptical,
back to hopeful and back to skeptical, several times. “I don’t
know if that would be enough to bring you out of a coma,” he
says after a bit. “I mean, there’s physical damage to your
brain.”
“The brain is a strange and wonderful organ,” I say. “Once
I’m back, it could turn around.”

“And you’re willing to take that chance?” my brother says.
“Yes. I am.”
“I wish I could talk you out of it.” He slumps, looking
unhappy. “Remember all the things the doctor told me?
You’re risking a lot more than just memory loss. The
personality changes can be pretty serious. It’s not just anger
issues—people with serious head injuries often come out with
poor impulse control. They do things that they wouldn’t have
done before—”
“You said already. I have to put this right,” I say.
“Grandma would back me up on that. Look, Jesse, we agreed
I should take custody of the necklace after you and Tracey
had the boys to avoid any weird incidents with them. This
happened to me. It’s my life so it’s my decision. Now, have
another cup of coffee while I finish this last message to Future
Me.”
••••
It worked!
Less than twenty-four hours after I was back in my own
body, I woke up. I was pretty foggy for the first couple of
days and there was a little memory loss, but only a very little.
If I hadn’t written to Future Me, who is now Current Me—or,
as I like to call me, me—I wouldn’t have remembered how I’d
gotten into Mrs. Chodari’s flat. But I remember everything
else.
Jesse said the kid ran off immediately. I really wish I could

have been around to see his face the first time he looked in a
mirror and saw the makeover I gave him.
My brother wanted to stay for another week at least, but I
told him not to. In the past three and a half days, I’ve
improved a lot, and they said they’d take me out of intensive
care by the end of the week, which means my friends can
visit. I told Jesse, “you get hardly any vacation time in
America and if you use it all up on me, there’ll be nothing left
for Tracey and the boys.” That finally persuaded him and he
got a flight home yesterday.
Then I put the necklace in a box of tissues and settled
down to bide my time. Fortunately, I didn’t have to wait long
for the nurse that evening. The nurse, I mean, the goodlooking one who’s so rude. I asked her for something to help
me sleep. That stuff knocks me right out so she was only too
happy to oblige—one less pesty patient pressing the call
button. After she injected it into my IV, I begged her for one
more teeny favor—please put my necklace on me, it’s an
heirloom from my grandmother, it means so much, blah, blah,
blah. I wasn’t sure she would—she’s so rude. If it didn’t
work, I was planning to try again tomorrow. But I guess I
caught her in a weak moment and the medicine kicked in so
quickly, she barely had time to look surprised before her eyes
fell shut. It was so easy, I can’t help feeling a little guilty.
Okay, more than a little. It was a dirty trick no matter how
rude she is. By the time she wakes up, I’ll be in France, and
from there, I’m thinking Australia, or possibly New Zealand

—it looks gorgeous in The Lord of the Rings movies. As I’m
no longer in possession of the necklace, I’m free—no more
homesick/addicted/OCD/being-in-the-wrong-body blues for
me! I figured that particular detail out when we were kids, but
I never said anything to Jesse and I guess he never noticed.
Of course, when “I” wake up and start claiming to be
somebody else, the hospital will call my brother again and tell
him his sister’s taken another turn for the worse, and he’ll
know. But I doubt Jesse can afford another trip to London,
and of course, he’ll never be able to tell them the truth. After
I decide where I’m going to settle down, maybe I’ll contact
him and tell him how I managed to run off with someone
else’s body after all. I’ll tell him how rude the nurse was.
Maybe he’ll still think the kid deserved this more than she did.
But if he ever ends up in an intensive-care ward, he’ll
understand.
Or maybe he’ll feel I’ve betrayed Grandma by getting rid
of the necklace. Grandma obviously took the whole caretakerof-the-necklace thing very seriously. But then, she had
someone she didn’t mind exchanging with—Jesse and I
didn’t. For Grandma and her twin, the necklace was magic;
when it passed to us, it became a hazard. So the hell with it. I
didn’t ask for the responsibility of an exchanger, and I don’t
want to spend the rest of my life worrying about someone
stealing it from me or trying to find a pair of twins to pass it
on to. I mean, I don’t plan to have kids and I know Jesse’s
stopping at two. So what was I supposed to do, wander the

earth with a lantern looking for a pair of honest clones?
Forget it. All that stuff about it only passing to twins is
bullshit. Identical or not, one of them gets stuck with the
burden and one is free. So I don’t think it matters if it’s some
singleton’s problem. She is so screwed. And I’m not. At last.
And what the hell—you have to have some brains to be a
nurse. If she’s smart enough for that, she can figure
something out.
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The Inside and the Outside
Katherine Crighton
There’s a bear on the other side of the lake.
It’s a small lake, more of a pond, a mirror mouth with
teeth made of reflected trees that line the banks up to the
water’s edge. I can see the trees on the other side, green
undergrowth and checkerboarding shadows, but I can see no
further than a foot within at most. We’re camping right near
the narrow end, an easy distance for an animal, but the ranger
didn’t say we couldn’t, and our leaders didn’t say we
shouldn’t, so around the campfire we don’t say anything at
all.
I don’t really know the other girls except in passing.
Names and faces, what comes of country living, and so we’re
mostly strangers. There aren’t a lot of other scouts our age in
the northern portion of the state, so we few have been placed
together to make a troop that hardly ever meets. This is one of
the rare social times, to remind us of who we are. So: A
camping trip. A hike. A tent in the woods, by the lake at night.
We hadn’t talked much around the fire. Chores to do and
leaders to turn away from, well-meaning women always out
for a chance to have a talk with you, could you come over
here for a second, or do you want to go for a walk? My old
leader, I don’t remember when, pulled me aside once and
said, Teeth? Or tooth or smoke or smell or words like that,

more or different, her fingers a muzzle on my jaw as she
watched me for answers that I couldn’t give. My mouth
stayed closed, my teeth suddenly aligned and my face all
twisted wrong because of it.
Here there were leaders, chaperones; standing away,
whispering together as they watched us with lowered lids. So
we sat around the fire, ate our too-quick dinner and watched
the salamander coals, hunched dry-faced toward the flames
while the night air cooled our backs. We could wait to do our
talking.
There are six of us in the tent. The fire is out, smothered
with dirt, and our tin plates dipped in bleach water to wipe
away the scent of meat. A hundred feet away, roped too high
for any bear to reach, the rest of our provisions are suspended
from a tree. Little things we do to protect ourselves.
Everybody has their little things.
Stories live in tents. On TV I see girls waving their
flashlights under their chins while they sit circled on their
bedroom floors, safe inside their clean and faultless houses—
but that’s not how it really works. Put us together in the
nighttime, in the woods, a thin polyester between us and
whatever’s lost outside, the cold ground beneath, the lake too
close, the fire put out, and the bear on the other side of the
lake—that’s when we stay awake, the flashlights on, angled
poorly and the shadows wrong, while we wait until we feel
safe enough to sleep.
And while we wait, we talk. And while we talk, the woods

talk too. I don’t know who else can hear it.
I’m sitting on my sleeping bag, the tent door pressed up
against my back, zipper flicking between my fingertips. My
bag is older than the others’, with marks on it that don’t show
in the haphazard light. I can taste the ground chuck from our
recent dinner, nestled in the crooks of my mouth. Food
enough to feed five thousand, kept safe from the brush and
spit and waste a cleaning would have made. No one thinks
about these things—the hunger that will come, the comfort of
a scrap found hidden between one tooth and the next. How
do so many keep their mouths so empty?
Shauna is saying that she keeps hearing something outside,
and can anyone else hear it? Because it’s seriously freaking
her out, oh my god. It’s the wind, the lapping lake, the sound
of six strangers shifting in a space. But it’s not just that.
There’s a thrill; I can feel it too. The leaders are sleeping, their
tent dark and distant. We’re alone, where the wild things are.
How much could the tent bend inward against a grasping
claw? How many of us could escape if only one of us was
taken? The question never asked, of course: Who’s the weak
one that would be caught? We all shift closer to the center,
and I smile, teeth bared, almost happy.
Which is a mistake, mistake, a lesson learned over years
forgotten in one moment of unplanned action. A girl named
Joy asks if we can smell something weird? I close my mouth
and pretend it’s just the start of a story instead of the question
it really is. No one answers, just shakes their heads, excited.

Because none of them know me. They don’t know that stories
don’t come from my mouth, my teeth, and this smell does.
And leaders with their muzzle-hands are never far behind.
Vickie, farthest from me, telling stories instead of asking
questions, says the smell reminds her of her grandmère’s
house, the stairs up to the attic, the sounds and scents and the
model papier-mâché man that lived on a shelf and had scared
the shit out of her for six long years. It had eyes. It would’ve
scared me too.
The moon is bright, like a distant stranger’s flashlight
shining against the side of the tent. Leah, a small girl with hair
coiled up, says it’s probably just the lake, there’s a lake by her
step-dad’s house in Maine that’s just visible from her
bedroom window, with a boathouse by the edge that’s broken
and beaten down and her mother had said that her step-father
had said that it was old and never used and they weren’t ever
to go there, it wasn’t safe, the whole lake wasn’t safe but
especially the boathouse, except one afternoon when it was
hot and the air was wet and full and the smell was just like the
one in the tent now, the strange one now that doesn’t make
sense, but somehow worse, she just needed to find out about
the boathouse, and this new house, this new step-dad, she
took her cell phone and she went out the back door and
headed for the lake, the smell getting stronger and the air
getting thicker, she’d had to open her mouth to breathe, the
lake was green and the grass was tall and bit into her legs, the
boathouse had no windows, and she was steps away and her

eyes were burning and—
Did you hear that? I ask. Maybe there was no sound
before, but there are definitely sounds now, sliding bodies and
water bottles and annoyed huffs and that’s fine, I don’t mind.
Kelsey nudges Leah and says So? and Leah shrugs, spreading
the corner of her sleeping bag to fill the empty spaces on the
floor. Nothing, Leah says, so nothing. My step-dad came
around the back and we went out for ice cream. And then I
had to pack for here.
Joy says Whoa under her breath and stretches out her
stick-thin legs, her flashlight wild in her hands. Joy’s fingers
clutch closed like dead things when she hunches forward,
shoulder blades like beetle shells and tells us that she thinks
the smell might be the bear, she’s never seen a bear or smelled
one, so maybe it’s come for us from across the lake, maybe it
sensed our food and then smelled us and maybe now it’s right
outside, you guys, right?
We’re silent, listening, smelling the air and my mouth is
shut, I lock dry lips, my tongue catalogues forgotten food.
Meat for now, meat for later, never hungry until I have to be,
a background hum until Vickie shakes her head and says a
bear wouldn’t care about us, not with the rest of the real food
a hundred feet away. And we’re noisy and shit. Wild animals
think humans are the worst, seriously. Vickie leans back,
swinging her hair so the ponytail hits the tent wall even if her
shoulders don’t, and that could be the end of it, it could, there
are so many other ways to be a stranger among strangers,

stories are the least of it, and I would say something but my
mouth is very, very closed.
In the center of the tent, between everyone, Shauna digs
her chin between bent knees and says Sometimes that’s not
true. And it looks like maybe she’s going to tell her story,
another story, but Kelsey rolls her eyes and drags her
backpack a little closer to her pillow and interrupts the
moment, breaks the buildup, says she’s not interested in any
animal attack stories unless someone actually died.
Shauna looks at Kelsey’s feet, and in a voice that feels like
hooks and awls she says Kelsey doesn’t know anything, so
shut up. And Shauna’s breathing too hard, her chin pressed
into her knees and her arms wrapped around her legs and in
the shadows I can see her fingers digging moons into her
wrists. She’s wearing socks, and tight thermals under her
pajamas, and her hair is a long black stream that tangles at the
ends.
The night began when the bear was coming, when the
danger was the outside coming in, rather than what was inside
waiting for us. That’s the difference between stories and the
woods. Real danger comes from the inside.
It was easier for us when there was a common thing to
fear. A bear is a simple thing to keep alive in the mind, on
nights like this, the suggestion already there. A bear is a thing
that is always coming closer.
I slide forward, bring the smell with me, and shush the air
in the shadows beside Shauna’s head. She shivers. We need to

be quiet, I say. I hear something. Over there.
The flashlights turn as bodies scramble as focus shifts and
the wind makes the lake swallow in uneven rhythm. It’s Vickie
who thinks to ask if we’re drawing its attention, and it’s Leah
whose eyes are wide when she says we should turn our
flashlights off.
I don’t hear anything.
Stop talking.
Shut up.
Turn them off.
The breath of six girls echoes, uncertain in a confined
space. Someone—and that someone might be me—someone
stretches, unwinding in the midnight tent until joints crack like
branch snaps just outside the tent.
The others gasp and Kelsey, I think it’s Kelsey, says Fuck
very quietly.
What, Vickie whispers, what is it, and in the faded lamp of
moonlight Kelsey unzips the backpack by her pillow and I see
stars inside it, barest flashes of light from twisted wrappers
reflecting out into the tent, candy bars and chips and I didn’t
think it mattered, okay. I just—I was going to share.
Leah’s voice is wind-soft and reedy, like a mother calling
from a distant house. You have to get rid of it. It can smell
that stuff in here. “It” the candy, “it” the bear, no one’s using
words for the things that we know have names. Naming
things makes them real.
Kelsey shoves the bag over, a plague ship that we scatter

from. Some of us scatter from. I don’t. I have meat in my
mouth. I have memories of food.
We could eat it, I say.
No, Joy says, too quickly, too strange and high, but the
others whisper in the dark, kneeling closer, hands sliding
haphazard over mine, taking food while my fingers only seem
to catch the empty husks of those Kelsey had already eaten—
until there’s nothing there, just my gnawed nails sifting
through the wrappers and I have to bite my cheek to stop
myself from grabbing the candy back again, act normal, act
normal, I’m hungry, give it back—
Joy’s crying, little desperate gasps that she’s trying hard to
muffle, panic and fear and who knows why, she has no
words, the others are eating, eating, mouths churning food,
and in the dark it sounds like the smack and gurgle and
mastication of a beast that’s found where it stored away its
rotting quarry. Joy covers her ears, whispers no, begins to
rock, and the tent shakes, dead leaves on the forest floor
rustle like fallen papers in time to the hurried mash of teeth
and tongue. Vickie swears, puts her chocolate down, wraps
her arms around Joy and starts humming dreams into her ear,
lullabies and quiet words and susurrations as they rock
together but slowly, slowing, slowed, and Joy’s still crying but
they’re quiet tears now, and in the morning maybe a leader
will take her aside to have a talk, ask some questions that Joy
doesn’t have to answer, because strange things happen in dark
tents, on camping trips, where the stories happen and the bear

may or may not be on the other side of the lake.
My hand steals out and I pick up Vickie’s discarded
chocolate. She can’t see me. It has to get eaten too. No one
will know, and isn’t the best food the stolen food, the free
food, the food that was another’s but has found a better home
in me?
The smell of the half-eaten bar is rich and bright, a scent
that supersedes all others. Sweet where meat once was, and
with it I see a night of laughing with the others as we turn
from stories to adventures, to travel, to schools and nighttime
wonderings. Sweet, like a bear turning far from us, away and
gone, the night turned safe and my mouth stretched normal.
I bite, I chew, I close my eyes, tongue pressing the
chocolate to the roof of my mouth, flattening it out there and
letting the melted, stained saliva drain down, away.
It’s when I bite again that I feel the sharp, painful dig of a
tiny shell against my teeth. A peanut that missed quality
control, mixed in somehow with this batch of candy. I isolate
the piece with the tip of my tongue, careful not to swallow,
and I wipe my fingers against my mouth to catch it while no
one looks. Shell, that’s all, and nothing else, and I bite again
because I can.
And the pain comes back, two tiny pebbles too hard to
break if I test them against some other teeth, not curved
enough to be a shell, but perhaps a nut that overbaked, and I
spit those against my fingertips as well, a small collection to
keep and stare at later, much later, away from all these outside

people and all their outside eyes.
With the third bite the meat comes back, all taste of
sweetness cast away, the scent of stories stronger now, the feel
of something fuller in my throat, because my teeth, my teeth,
my teeth are crumbling, tiny rocks against my tongue, my
hand is at my mouth again, spitting out the tiny broken bones.
Vickie’s still holding Joy, but she turns her head to glare in my
direction. Noises, so sorry Joy, so sorry Vickie, I close my
fingers into my palm and press the shards into my skin. I run
my tongue over the spots where the crumblings come from—
have my teeth formed a new terrain? Are they gone entirely?
Was the cracking just an unreal thing, unconfirmed until seen
under lights and dissected in my bathroom mirror, forks and
toothpicks testing what the muzzle holds back now? The
chocolate has a deeper taste, and I smell smoke and teeth and
—
“What’s in your hand?”
Kelsey. Has turned her flashlight onto me.
What are you doing?
Shut that off!
“No, look at Loni. What’s she doing over there?”
So many eyes.
And then I hear the bear. There really is a bear.
It breathes in aching wheezes. Its paws drag along the
ground.
It tells me I have a choice, now, where there’s never been
one before.

Is there any food left? I say, and the others stare at me, at
my face that feels strange under Kelsey’s light. I hold up the
chocolate in my hand and I try to smile. They don’t answer
me. I say, I think this one’s gone bad.
The bear smells very close now.
My jaw feels strange, the muzzle gone. I never knew I
wore a muzzle, one I held in place myself. My teeth, new
teeth, carved to fit, slide seamlessly together.
The woods are dark. The lake is narrow. My mouth is
wide, my mouth is teeth, my mouth is smoke and smell and
blood and meat.
Loni, we should get a leader—
I unzip the door and let the bear in with us all.
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It Feels Better Biting Down
Livia Llewellyn

Art by Reiko Murakami

“What’s with the lawnmower. No one mows this early in
spring.”
“It’s June,” I reply. “Spring should be long gone.”
My twin sister rolls over onto her back, rubbing the
afternoon sleep from her eyes with ten long, pale fingers and
two long, pale thumbs. I’m lying next to her in our nest of
pillows on the living room carpet, holding a book with hands
that look just like hers, pale and strange, the extra finger
curving into each palm, shy-like but not vestigial or immobile,

not completely reticent. A sleeping stinger waiting to strike,
my mother once said in her raspy, rye-tinged voice. We like
that.
“Where is it coming from?”
“Neighbors,” I say. “Behind us. Not the sides.”
“I didn’t know someone new moved in.” Sister sits up.
That’s what I call her anymore, and what she calls me. It
drives our parents crazy because we only answer to Sister,
and they never know which one they’re going to get when
they call our name. It only started last summer, just before our
senior year, but sometimes now I can’t even remember our
original names. We are Sister, a singular entity with twenty
long fingers at the ends of our four pale hands.
“I know.” I close the book and stare through the openscreened windows. Only the neighbor’s roof is visible, framed
by wind-tossed trees swaying under a cream blue sky. “No
one’s lived there for years. Remember Father complaining?”
“‘A white trash eyesore,’ he said.”
“‘Property rates dropping,’ he said.”
“All the plants dying,” Sister says.
“Too many pine needles, too little sun,” I say. “That whole
backyard is dead. The last owners graveled it over like a
parking lot.”
“What are they mowing then?” Sister asks.
The engine sputters and buzzes in a low, monotonous
drone. The air pooling in through the open-screened windows
smells of cut grass and gasoline. It smells enticing and new.

Sister stares at me, waiting for my response. I let the book
slip from my hands. Mystery is blossoming behind the fence,
waiting to be bit into like a stolen plum. We bare our teeth like
wolves. We call it the delicious smile, because something
strange and delicious is about to be found, to be torn apart
and sucked dry. It’s another little thing that drives our parents
insane, because it doesn’t look anything like a smile at all.
I’m always the first to move. My sister likes me to hang
back a bit. I stand up and hold out my hand, and she reaches.
I pull her to her feet with little effort on my part, our extra
pinky fingers locked as she moves up toward me, a graceful
pantomime of our violent birth. We make our way to through
the silent house, hand in hand. Our parents are gone for the
weekend, visiting friends, they said. They’re probably just
hiding out in a local motel. Summers are hard for them
because school is out and we’re always around. To be fair, we
don’t make it easy. We never have, not since our unexpected
birth. We’re not stupid; we know how they feel about us. We
see them as one with two sets of eyes. They don’t like our
indecipherable games, our private whisperings in secret
languages, our twisty extra fingers brushing across their
normal non-twisty things. Sometimes I feel bad. Only
sometimes. They only ever wanted one of us to begin with,
and anyway this is what twins are. Wrong. This is how we’re
supposed to be.
By the time we get to the den and open the patio door, the
mowing has stopped. A high-pitched fluting noise floods the

air—it’s the wind washing through all the construction sites
surrounding our block, playing with chain link fences,
weaving through empty, honeycombed frames of houses and
apartment buildings, and stiff forests of construction beams
half-driven into the hard ground. The skeletal remains of what
was to be a new neighborhood, abandoned to ruin almost as
quickly as it had begun. As we step outside, I raise my hands.
I feel the warmth of the day growing steady behind the cool
gusts. In this part of the world it usually takes so long to throw
off the winter cold, but this summer already feels different.
We stand on the concrete slabs, looking across the yard at the
fence. Father put it up a decade ago, when all the hedges
started to wither and die off. In the slight gaps between each
wide wooden slat, there’s no movement or sound. We wait.
“Nobody’s there,” I finally whisper. “Maybe it was next
door after all.”
“I heard it, too.”
“It’s cold out. Let’s go back inside.”
Sister grabs a plastic lawn chair and walks across the grass.
Irritated, I stand at the patio’s edge, toes curled over it and
brushing the green blades as I watch. She places the lawn
chair against the fence, then steps onto the fabric seat,
pressing her face against the slats. Slowly she stands until her
head peers over the top of the fence. Almost instantly, she
crouches down, shock lighting up her face like the sun.
Come over here! she mouths, her hand beckoning. There’s
a woman in the yard!

I casually pick up a chair, dragging it through the grass as
if this was the most boring thing in the world. Of course I
want to see, I wouldn’t dream of not seeing when Sister
already has. I plunk the chair beside hers, and she shushes
me, one long finger at her lips like she’s our mother. Like she
came first. It’s times like this I want to grab her little fingers,
snap them off her hands like beans from a vine.
What’s wrong with you, she whispers as I step onto the
chair.
What’s wrong with you, I reply.
There’s a woman, she’s just standing there.
So what? Did you see a lawnmower?
No. Her face is all—Sister grimaces.
Is all what? I ask.
I can’t describe it. You’ve just got to see.
I don’t want her to see us.
She can’t, Sisters says. Believe me.
I hold out my hand. She clasps it, our stinger fingers
coming together like a hook and eye. And just like that we’re
in sync again, we’re Sister. In unison, we peer through the
slats.
Behind the fence, a dark brown ranch house sits in the
shade of several massive evergreens, their branches brushing
the shingled roof. The surrounding yard is a carpet of pale
gray gravel. No bushes or flowers, no potted plants or garden
or fruit trees. A woman stands in the center of the yard,
barefoot and wearing a shapeless green dress. The hem

flutters in the wind, and her crooked brown hair floats about
her shoulders, but she’s as still as the house. She faces the
fence. She faces us.
I let out a small gasp.
I know, Sister replies.
Together, we stand up until we’re both staring over the top
of the fence, our free hands clutching the rough wood for
balance. The woman’s face is like a statue, with only smooth,
flesh-colored indentations where her eyes should be. The nose
is small and without nostrils—almost an afterthought. She has
no eyebrows. Her mouth is her largest feature, wide with thin,
sloppily painted purple lips that stretch across her cheeks
almost to her small ears.
Relief floods my chest, and I turn to Sister.
“It’s a mannequin,” I say in a normal voice.
“It’s a joke,” she says, equally relieved.
“A lipstick smile,” I say.
“An ugly wig,” Sister says.
“What are you doing?” I ask. Sister slips from my grasp
and jumps down to the lawn. She bends down close to the
edge of the fence, then holds up a small rock, the malicious
smile on her face as she steps back onto the chair.
“I want to see her without it.”
“Don’t,” I say.
“Why not?” she says.
“I don’t know.” I stare at the mannequin. “I don’t think we
should.”

“It’s just a mannequin.”
“What if it’s not?”
“What’s gotten into you?”
“What’s gotten into you?” We stare at each other, our
frustration mutual.
“I don’t want to fall.” Sister reaches out. I grab her hand,
but there’s no enthusiasm in my touch. Sister pitches her right
arm back and throws the rock. We always did have good aim.
It bounces with a plink right against the woman’s forehead
and lands at her feet. After a second, the wig slithers to the
woman’s shoulders, exposing her marble round head.
I turn to Sister and smile. “Nice.”
Sister smiles. “Nice.”
“Niiiiiiicccccceeeeeee.” The woman’s mouth is open, and
the word is pouring out, elongated in the familiar lawnmower
drone, in the thick smell of gasoline and severed green grass
and torn leaves. We scream. Sister pushes back from the
fence, her chair tipping over, but I don’t let go of her hand.
She falls against me, trying to pull away, but I throw my free
arm over the top of the fence. I refuse to let go. The woman’s
lips stretch apart, wider than wide, past the nubby ears and up
and up, until her entire face disappears in the bear trap of her
mouth. It comes to a stop only when her entire head is split in
half, the oval crown of her bald head resting at the back of
her neck. Small rows of jagged teeth line the mouth’s wet
edges, rotating around and around like the blades of a circular
saw.

“You wanted to be first,” I say, to neither of us, to both of
us. “You wanted to see.”
“Let me go!” screams Sister. She pushes against me, but
I’m wrapped tight against the fence, my feet hooked under
the arms of the chair.
“No,” I clench my hand tighter around hers, and I feel our
bones grind and shift. The lawnmower sound deepens, grows
ragged and clogged as if the blades were running over rocks.
Small emerald specks are rising out of the woman’s cavernous
mouth, swarming about her head in a frothy cloud of bodies
and wings. The smell is suffocating, and my body grows
sleepy and numb. Sister feels like a thousand pounds of dead
weight at my waist, but I can’t push her off. It’s not that we
don’t want to move anymore. It’s that we can’t. And then: an
explosion of green pours out of the mouth, thousands of
jewel-bright, stinging bodies that shoot forward, slam against
the wood slats, against my face in a hard rain. The woman’s
body deflates, collapsing against the gravel in a shivering
heap. I feel myself falling, finally. The sky is above me now,
and the impossibly high tips of the trees, and Sister is
somewhere beside me, grabbing at me with both hands.
Everything grows hazy and beautiful and kitten-gray, even the
screams. My right hand rests on my stomach, five fingers and
one thumb clutching two objects, slender and soft and hard.
One of us is licking their lips and laughing. I’m pretty sure
it’s me.
••••

Sister is crying. The mimicry tears, we call them. It’s the
kind of crying we do when we don’t really want to cry but we
have to, because everyone else is acting a certain way and we
need to do the same. Her weeping sounds so far away and
hollow, like she’s become one of those empty construction
lots, the wind plucking her bones like the metal frames and
threading the music back and forth across all the blocks.
My nose tickles. I think of tiny legs and wings crawling out
of my nostrils. I sit up, eyes open, and rub at my face until the
sensation is gone. Then I stare down at my hands. Ten
fingers, two thumbs. Two more fingers sit in my lap. I pick
them up. The nails are polished and shiny, with a faint rose
sheen. The other ends are perfectly round. No torn flesh, no
peek of bones, no blood. I have a terrible urge to lick them. I
manage to tuck one in the waistband of my pants before she
speaks.
“What did you do to me?”
I look up. Sister is standing before me, her arms
outstretched. Each hand has four perfect fingers and one
pretty little thumb. I hold up her extra pinky.
“I only have the one.”
“Well, where is the other?”
“I can’t keep track of your fingers for you.”
“I look all normal now.”
“Yes, like that’s so horrible.”
“It is!”
“I know how you really feel.”

Sister looks frightened, but she stops pretending to cry. I
roll my eyes and turn back to the fence. Between the slats, I
catch glimpses of flesh, folds of grayish white dotted with
emerald specks, and the shimmer of sharp teeth catching the
midday sun. A thin breeze pushes through the fence. It smells
like rotting fruit, sour-sweet.
“That was not a mannequin,” I say.
“Give me my finger back.”
“What were those flying things?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Sister says.
“I think it matters quite a lot,” I say, standing up. “Show
me your hands again.”
Sister holds them out. I place the end of the pinky next to
the red bump where it used to hang. “It’s like it just fell off,”
she says. “It doesn’t even hurt.”
“You’re relieved, aren’t you.”
“I don’t know how I feel.”
“We’re not the same anymore,” I say. “We’re not the same
person.”
“Is that all you care about?” she says. “We never were.”
I place her pinky next to mine, touching the end to my
skin. A sharp pain spikes through my hands, and my left extra
pinky trembles, then unfurls. It isn’t curled up in sleep
anymore. It’s strong and straight, and the nail is long and
steel-sharp. I wiggle it back and forth. I’ve never been able to
do that before. We stand on the lawn in silence, staring at it.
Across the fence, crows are gathering on the rooftops, waiting

for the right moment to attack the woman’s remains. I press
Sister’s pinky hard against my skin, taking my hand away only
when the ache subsides. It doesn’t fall off.
“What did you do?”
I wiggle the fingers on my left hand. All six of them, and a
thumb.
“That was my finger!” Sister steps forward, but I step
forward, too, my sharp-nailed finger extended. She pulls
back.
“Finders, keepers.” I reach down into my waistband and
pull out her other finger. “Losers, weepers.”
Sister lunges. I open my mouth wide. A soft, low, metallic
buzz emerges from the back of my throat, and the drowsy
scent of gasoline fills the air. Sister’s pupils widen, and her
body grows slack. “Two can play, Sister,” she murmurs, and
sticks out her emerald-flecked tongue. My knees buckle at the
scent—fresh-cut grass and crushed leaves, all the ripe green
distress of dying flora. I sigh, and my breath comingles with
hers. We drop to our knees.
“Give me my fingers back!”
“They’re our fingers.”
“We’re not the same.”
“Not yet.” I make the words rattle like a saw.
Sister grabs my hand and puts my index finger in her
mouth. I slap her face, and when she raises her other hand, I
grab it and catch her wriggling thumb with my teeth. We fall
against the fence and slide sideways onto the ground, our

noses almost touching.
“You’re only hurting yourself.” Her hot tongue pushes the
words around my flesh.
“You love it.”
She smiles the delicious smile.
We both bite down.
Behind the fence, the crows have landed, fighting over the
woman’s festering remains. Sister lies on the grass with her
head at my shoulder, examining my severed finger. It didn’t
even hurt a bit. And her thumb—it was like nipping off
cookie dough from the roll. Other than several small teeth
marks that quickly faded away, you couldn’t tell what was
gone. She’s placed it in the middle of her palm, and now it
waves back and forth, around and around. I take her thumb
and place it between my breasts, then slide it down to the
open zipper of my pants.
“Absolutely not,” Sister says.
“Absolutely yes,” I say.
“That’s disgusting.”
“It’s practical. It leaves my hands free for the other things.”
“I can’t believe you just said that.”
I roll over so that our noses are touching again, our
foreheads, our lips. “If you don’t like what I’m saying, then
why don’t you bite off my tongue.”
She does. In our petroleum haze, we shed our clothes,
adjusting and arranging our new parts. Insects float in and out
of our now-empty mouths, catch in our long hair, crown our

heads like emerald halos. Sister signals me, her long fingers
waving me forward, and we move as one across the sundappled yard to a far corner, to a bed of beauty bark under
the heavy needled branches of stiff evergreens. The afternoon
sun lowers and the moon rises, bright and clear in the hot
summer night. Our limbs come together, fall apart, and weave
together again, tongues and toes and scent directing our
exploration. And with the break of day, we grow bold with
our new single mouth and bite down harder, further within,
until we are inside-out, until our hearts are one. Black birds
gather on the overhead branches, chattering at the sight of so
many organs, so much sinew and broken bone. They wait in
vain. We are fast and quick and sure, and not a drop of blood
is spilled or misspent.
And night falls again. We rise from our corner, stretch our
double-length torso and our many slender, double-jointed
limbs, raise the eyes of our single-mouthed head to a starstudded sky as we step into the center of the lawn. The wind
is low, and the birds are quiet. All about us, small backyards
pool behind hedges and fences, small oases of suburban
repose. And across the concrete patio, yellow light wells from
the kitchen window, and two familiar figures move like
shadow puppets in a box. With two sets of eyes, we watch as
one.
“Sister,” I say.
“Our parents are home,” I say.
“Do we show them?” I ask. “Do we embrace them?”

“How can we not?” I say
“They will scream,” I say.
“And then they will love it,” I say.
“Or they will die,” I say.
“Unless we die, as the woman did,” I say.
“She gave us a gift,” I say.
“And where is she now,” I say.
We grow silent.
After a time, we lower our haunches onto the dewspeckled grass. One long, multi-fingered arm picks up a
sandal, discarded from two days ago. It seems so small. Our
parents move back and forth deep within the house, talking,
drinking, making dinner. They look happy. We think of the
woman, immobile in a barren landscape, staring with empty
eyes past our fence, dreaming of the lush, forbidden world of
another backyard.
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Martyrdom
Joyce Carol Oates
1
A sleek tiny baby he was, palpitating with life and appetite
as he emerged out of his mother’s birth canal, and perfectly
formed: twenty miniature pink toes intact, and the nearmicroscopic nails already sharp; pink-whorled tiny ears; the
tiny nose quivering, already vigilant against danger. The eyes
were relatively weak, in the service of detecting motion rather
than figures, textures, or subtleties of color. (In fact, he may
have been color blind. And since this deficiency was never to
be pointed out to him, he was arguably “blind” in a secondary,
metaphysical sense.) His baby’s jaws, lower and upper, were
hinged with muscle, and unexpectedly strong. And the
miniature teeth set in those jaws—needle-sharp, and perfectly
formed. (More of these teeth, soon.) And the quizzical curve
of the tail, pink, hairless, thin as a mere thread. And the
whiskers, no more than a tenth of an inch long, yet quivering,
and stiff too, like the bristles of a tiny tiny brush.
2
What a beautiful baby she was, Babygirl the loving parents

called her, conceived in the heat of the most tender yet the
most erotic love, fated to be smothered with love, devoured
with love, an American Babygirl placed with reverent fingers
in her incubator. Periwinkle blue eyes, fair silk-soft blond hair,
perfect rosebud lips, tiny pug nose, uniform smoothness of
the Caucasian skin. A call went out to nursing mothers in
ghetto neighborhoods requesting milk from their sweet heavy
balloon-breasts, mother’s milk for pay, since Babygirl’s own
mother failed to provide milk of the required richness. Her
incubator filtered our contaminated air and pumped pure
oxygen into her lungs. She had no reason to wail like other
infants, whose sorrow is so audible and distracting. In her
incubator air humid and warm as a tropical rainforest Babygirl
thrived, glowed, prospered, grew.
3
And how he grew, though nameless even to his mother!
How he doubled, trebled, quadrupled his weight, within days!
Amid a swarm of siblings he fended his way, shrewd and
driven, ravenous with hunger. Whether he was in the habit of
gnawing ceaselessly during his waking hours, not only edible
materials but such seemingly inedible materials as paper,
wood, bone, metal of certain types and degrees of thinness,
etc., because he was ravenously hungry or because he simply
liked to gnaw, who can say? It is a fact that his incisors grew
at the rate of between four and five inches a year, so he had

to grind them down to prevent their pushing up into his brain
and killing him. Granted the higher cognitive powers
generated by the cerebral cortex, he might have speculated
upon his generic predicament: is such behavior voluntary, or
involuntary; where survival is an issue, what is compulsion;
under the spell of Nature, who can behave unnaturally?
4
Babygirl never tormented herself with such questions. In
her glass-topped incubator she grew ounce by ounce, pound
by pound, feeding, dozing, feeding, dozing—no time at all
before her dimpled knees pressed against the glass, her breath
misted the glass opaque. Her parents were beginning to be
troubled by her rapid growth, yet proud too of her rosy
female beauty, small pointed breasts, curving hips, dimpled
belly and buttocks and crisp cinnamon-colored pubic hair,
lovely thick-lashed eyes with no pupil. Babygirl had a bad
habit of sucking her thumb so they painted her thumb with a
foul-tasting fluorescent-orange iodine mixture and observed
with satisfaction how she spat, and gagged, and writhed in
misery, tasting it. One mild April day, a winey-red trail of
clotted blood was detected in the incubator, issuing from
between Babygirl’s plump thighs, we were all quite astonished
and disapproving but what’s to be done? Babygirl’s father
said, Nature cannot be overcome, nor even postponed.

5
So many brothers and sisters he had, an alley awash with
their wriggling bodies, a warehouse cellar writhing and
squeaking with them, he sensed himself multiplied endlessly in
the world, thus not likely to die out. For of all creaturely fears
it is believed the greatest is the fear of, not merely dying, but
dying out. Hundreds of thousands of brothers and sisters
related to him by blood which was a solace, yes but also a
source of infinite anxiety for all were ravenous with hunger,
the squeak! squeak! squeak! of hunger multiplied beyond
accounting. He learned, on his frantic clicking toenails, to
scramble up sheer verticals, to run to the limits of his
endurance, to tear out the throats of his enemies, to leap, to
fly—to throw himself, for instance, as far as eleven feet into
space, from one city rooftop to an adjacent rooftop—thus
thwarting his pursuers. He learned to devour, when necessary,
the living palpitating flesh of prey while on the run. The snap!
of bones radiated pleasure through his jaws, his small brain
thrummed with happiness. He never slept. His heartbeat was
fever-rapid at all times. He knew not to back himself into a
corner, nor to hide in any space from which there was no way
out. He was going to live forever!—then one day his enemies
set a trap for him, the crudest sort of trap, and sniffing and
squeaking and quivering with hunger he lunged for the moldy
bread-bait and a spring was triggered and a bar slammed
down across the nape of his neck snapping the delicate

vertebrae and near severing his poor astonished head.
6
They lied to her, telling her it was just a birthday party—
for the family. First came the ritual bath, then the anointing of
the flesh, the shaving and plucking of certain undesirable
hairs, the curling and crimping of certain desirable hairs, she
fasted for forty-eight hours, she was made to gorge herself for
forty-eight hours, they scrubbed her tender flesh with a wire
brush, they rubbed pungent herbs into the wounds, the little
clitoris was sliced off and tossed to the clucking hens in the
yard, the now-shaven labia were sewed shut, the gushing
blood was collected in a golden chalice, her buckteeth were
forcibly straightened with a pliers, her big hooked nose was
broken by a quick skilled blow from the palm of a hand, the
bone and cartilage grew back into more desirable contours,
then came the girdle-brassiere to cinch in Babygirl’s pudgy
twenty-eight-inch waist to a more desirable seventeen-inchwaist, so her creamy hips and thighs billowed out, so her
gorgeous balloon-breasts billowed out, her innards were
squeezed up into her chest cavity, she had difficulty breathing
at first, and moist pink-tinted bubbles issued from her lips,
then she got the knack of it, reveling in her classic “hourglass” figure and new-found power over men’s inflammable
imaginations. Her dress was something fetching and antique,
unless it was something sly and silky-slinky, a provocative

bustline, a snug-fitting skirt, she was charmingly hobbled as
she walked her dimpled knees chafing together and her
slender ankles quivering with the strain, she wore a black lace
garter belt holding up her gossamer-transparent silk stockings
with straight black seams, in her spike-heeled pointed-toed
white satin shoes she winced a bit initially until she got the
knack and very soon she got the knack, the shameless slut.
Giggling and brushing and making little fluttery motions with
her hands, wriggling her fat ass, her nipples hard and erect as
peanuts inside the sequined bosom of her dress, her eyes
glistened like doll’s eyes of the kind that shut when the doll’s
head is thrust back, the periwinkle-blue had no pupils to
distract, Babygirl was not one of those bitches always thinking
plotting calculating how to take advantage of some poor jerk,
she came from finer stock, you could check her pedigree,
there were numerals tattooed into her flesh (the inside of the
left thigh), she could be neither lost nor mislaid, nor could the
cunt run away, and lose herself in America the way so many
have done, you read about it all the time. They misted her in
the most exquisite perfume—one whiff of it, if you were a
man, a normal man, there’s a fever in your blood only one act
can satisfy, they passed out copies of the examining
physician’s report, she was clean of all disease venereal or
otherwise, she was a virgin, no doubt of that though tripping
in her high heels and grinning and blushing peering through
her fingers at her suitors she sometimes gave the wrong
impression, poor Babygirl: those lush crimson lips of such

fleshy contours they suggested, even to the most gentlemanly
and austere among us, the fleshy vaginal labia.
7
Filthy vermin! obscene little beast! they were furious at
him for being as if, incar-nated thus, he’d chosen his species,
and took a cruel pleasure in carrying the seeds of typhus in his
guts, bubonic plague virus in his saliva, poisons of all kinds in
his excrement. They wanted him dead, they wanted all of his
kind extinct, nothing less would satisfy them firing idle shots
at the town dump as, squeaking in terror, he darted from one
hiding place to another, reeking garbage exploding beside him
as the bullets struck, they blamed him for the snap! of poultry
bones in predators’ jaws, they had no evidence but they
blamed him for a litter of piglets devoured alive, and what
happened to that baby in the ground-floor apartment on
Eleventh Street left unattended for twenty minutes when its
mother slipped out to buy cigarettes and milk at the 7-Eleven
store a block away—Oh my God! Oh oh oh don’t tell me, I
don’t want to know—and a fire that started and blazed out of
control in the middle of a frigid January night because
insulation around some electrical wires had been gnawed
through, but how was that his fault, how his, where was the
proof amidst hundreds of thousands of his siblings, each
possessed by a voracious hunger and a ceaseless need to
gnaw? Pursuing him with rocks, a gang of children, whooping

and yodeling across the rooftops injuring him as in
desperation he scrambled up the side of a brick wall, yes but
he managed to escape even as his toenails failed him and he
slipped, fell—fell sickeningly into space—down an air-shaft—
five stories—to the ground below—high-pitched squeaky
shrieks as he fell—plummeted downward thrashing and
spiraling in midair, red eyes alight in terror for such creatures
know terror though they do not know the word “terror,” they
embody terror, that’s to say embody it, though every cell in
his body strained to live, every luminous particle of his being
craved immortality, even as you and me. (Of the suffering of
living things through the millennia, it is wisest not to think,
Darwin advises.) So he fell off the edge of the roof, down the
airshaft, the equivalent of approximately one hundred seventy
times his size measured from nose to rump (but excluding his
tail which, uncurled, straight and stiff, is longer than his length
—eight inches!) so we were watching smiling in the
knowledge that the dirty little bugger would be squashed flat,
thus imagine our indignation and outrage to see him land on
his feet! a tiny bit shaken, but uninjured! untouched! a fall
that would have broken every bone in our goddamn bodies
and he shakes his whiskers and furls up his tail and scampers
away! And the rancid night parted like black water to shield
him.
8

It was the National Guard Armory, rented for the night at
discount price, a slow season, and in the cavernous smokefilled gallery fresh-groomed men sat attentive in rows of seats,
their faces indistinct as dream-faces, their eyes vague and soft
as molluscs focused on Babygirl, fingers fat as cigars poking
in their crotches, genitalia heavy as giant purplish-ripe figs
straining at the fabric of their trousers. Yes but these are
carefully screened and selected gentlemen. Yes but these are
serious fellows. Most of them pointedly ignore the vendors
hawking their wares in the Armory, now’s hardly the time for
beer, Coke, hotdogs, caramel corn, the men’s eyes are hotly
fixed on Babygirl my God get a load of that. To find a worthy
wife in today’s world is no simple task. An old-fashioned girl
is the object of our yearning, the girl that married old dead
dad is our ideal, but where is she to be found?—in today’s
debased world. So Babygirl tossed her shimmering cinnamon
curls and prettily pouted, revealed her dazzling white smile, in
a breathy singsong she recited the sweet iambic verse she had
composed for this very occasion. So Babygirl twirled her
gem-studded baton. Flung her baton spinning up into the
rafters of the Armory where at the apogee of its flight it
seemed for a magic instant to pause, then tumbled back down
into Babygirl’s outstretched fingers—the rows of staring seats
burst into spontaneous applause. So Babygirl curtsied,
blushed, ducked her head, paused to straighten the seams of
her stockings, adjusted an earring, adjusted her girdle that cut
so deeply into the flesh of her thighs there would be angry red

indentations there for days, Babygirl giggled and blew kisses,
her lovely skin all aglow, as the auctioneer strutted about
hamming it up with his hand-held microphone, Georgie Bick’s
his name, cocky and paunchy in his tux with the red
cummerbund. Hey whooee do I hear 5,000, do I hear 8,000,
gimme ten-, ten-, 10,000, in a weird high-pitched incantatory
voice so mesmerizing that bidding begins at once, a Japanese
gentleman signaling a bid by touching his left earlobe, a
swarthy turbaned gentleman signaling with a movement of his
dark-glittering eyes, Hey whooee do I hear 15,000, do I hear
20,000, do I hear twenty-five-, twenty-five-, 25,000, thus a
handsome moustached Teutonic gentleman cannot resist, Yes,
a Mediterranean gentleman, a gentleman with a shaved blunt
head, a gentleman from Texas, a heavyset perspiring
gentleman rubbing at the tip of his flushed pug nose, Do I
hear 30,000, do I hear 35,000, do I hear 50,000, winking and
nudging Babygirl, urging her to the edge of the platform,
C’mon sweetie now’s not the time for shyness, c’mon honey
we all know why you’re here tonight don’t be coy you cunt,
clumsy cow-cunt, gentlemen observe those dugs, those
udders, and there’s udder attractions too, hardee-har-har! And
from up in the balcony, unobserved till now, a handsome
white-haired gentleman signals with his white-gloved hand
Yes.
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He was battle-weary, covered in scabs, maggot-festering
little wounds stippling his body, his once-proud tail was
gangrenous, the tip rotted away, yet he remained stoic and
uncomplaining gnawing through wood, through paper,
through insulation, through thin sheets of metal, eating with
his old appetite, the ecstasy of jaws, teeth, intestines, anus, if
the time allotted to him were infinite as his hunger it’s certain
he would gnaw his way through the entire world and excrete it
behind him in piles of moist dark dense little turds. But
Nature prescribes otherwise: the species into which he was
born grants on the average only twelve months of survival—if
things go well. And this May morning things are decidedly not
going well here on the fourth floor of the partly empty ancient
brick building on Sullivan Street housing on its first floor the
Metropole Bakery, most acclaimed of local bakeries,
“Wedding Cakes Our Specialty Since 1949,” he has nested in
a nook in a wall, he has been nibbling nervously on a piece of
something theoretically edible (the hardened flattened remains
of a sibling struck by a vehicle in the street, pounded into two
dimensions by subsequent vehicles) sniffing and blinking in an
agony of appetite: on the fourth floor, with his many
thousands of fellows, since, it’s one of Nature’s quiddities,
when BROWN and BLACK species occupy a single premise,
BROWN (being larger and more aggressive) inhabit the lower
levels while BLACK (shier, more philosophical) are relegated
to the upper levels where food foraging is more difficult. So
he’s eating, or trying to eat, when there’s a sound as of silk

being torn, and a furry body comes flying at him, snarling,
incisors longer and more deadly than his own, claws, hind
legs pummeling like rotor blades, every flea and tick on his
terror-struck little body is alert, every cell of his being cries
out to be spared, but Sheba with her furry moon face has no
mercy, she’s a beautiful silver tabby much adored by her
owners for her warm affectionate purring ways but here on
this May morning in the ancient brick building housing the
Metropole Bakery she is in a frenzy to kill, to tear with her
jaws, to eat, the two of them locked in the most intimate of
embraces, yowling, shrieking, he’d go for her jugular vein
but, shrewd Sheba, she has already gone for his jugular vein,
they are rolling crazily together in the filth, not just Sheba’s
terrible teeth but her maniac hind legs are killing him; yes but
he’s putting up a damned good fight yes he has ripped a
triangular patch of flesh out of her ear, yes but it’s too late,
yes you can see that Sheba’s greater weight will win the day,
even as he squeaks and bites in self-defense Sheba has torn
out his throat, she has in fact disemboweled him, his hapless
guts in slimy ribbons now tangled in her feet, what a din!
what a yowling! you’d think somebody was being killed! and
he’s dying, and she begins to devour him, warm-gushing
blood is best, twitchy striated muscle is best, pretty Sheba
shuts her jaws on his knobby little head and crushes his skull,
his brains inside his skull, and he goes out. Just goes out. And
the greedy tabby (who isn’t even hungry: her owners keep her
sleek and well fed, of course) eats him where they’ve landed,

snaps his bones, chews his gristle, swallows his scaly tail in
sections, his dainty pink-whorled ears, his rheumy eyes, his
bristly whiskers, as well as his luscious meat. And afterward
washes herself, to rid herself of his very memory.
10
Except: wakened rudely from her postprandial nap by a
sickish stirring in her guts, poor Sheba is suddenly wracked by
vomiting, finds herself reeling ungracefully and puking on the
stairs, descending to the rear of the Metropole Bakery,
mewing plaintively but no one hears as, teetering on a rafter
above one of the giant vats of vanilla cake batter, poor Sheba
heaves out her guts, that’s to say him, the numerous
fragments and shreds of him: a convulsive gagging and
choking that concludes with the puking-up of his whiskers,
which are now broken into half- and quarter-inch pieces. Poor
puss!—runs home meek and plaintive and her adoring
mistress picks her up, cuddles, scolds, Sheba where have you
been! And Sheba’s supper comes early that evening.
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Madly in love, Mr. X is the most devoted of suitors. And
then the most besotted of bridegrooms. Covering Babygirl’s
pink-flushed face with kisses, hugging her so tight she cries

Oh! and all of the wedding company, her own daddy in
particular, laugh in delight. Mr. X is a dignified handsome
older gentleman. He’s the salt of the earth. He leads Babygirl
out onto the polished dance floor as the band plays “I Love
You Truly” and how elegantly he dances, how masterfully he
leads his bride, blood-red carnation in his lapel, chips of dry
ice in his eyes, wide fixed grinning-white dentures, how
graceful the couple’s dips and bends, Babygirl in a
breathtakingly beautiful antique wedding gown worn by her
mother, her grandmother, and her great-grandmother in their
times, an heirloom wedding ring as well, lilies of the valley
braided in the bride’s cinnamon curls, Babygirl laughs
showing the cherry-pink interior of her mouth, she squeals
Oh! as her new husband draws her to his bosom, kisses her
full on the lips. His big strong fingers stroke her shoulders,
breasts, rump. There are champagne toasts, there are gay
drunken speeches lasting well into the evening. The
Archbishop himself intones a blessing. Babygirl on Mr. X’s
knee being fed strawberries and wedding cake by her
bridegroom, and feeding her bridegroom strawberries and
wedding cake in turn, each sucking the other’s fingers, amid
kisses and laughter. Chewing her wedding cake Babygirl is
disconcerted to discover something tough, sinewy, bristly in it,
like gristle, or fragments of bone, or tiny bits of wire, but she
is too well-bred and embarrassed to spit the foreign substance,
if it is a foreign substance, out: discreetly pushes it with her
tongue to the side of her mouth, behind her molars, for safe-

keeping. For his part, Mr. X, a gentleman, washes his
mouthfuls of wedding cake down with champagne, swallows
everything without blinking an eye. This is the happiest day of
my life he whispers into Babygirl’s pink-whorled ear.
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It was an experiment in behavioral psychology, in the
phenomenon of conditioning, to be published in Scientific
American, and there to cause quite a stir, but naturally he
wasn’t informed, poor miserable bugger, nor did he give
consent. Semi-starved in his wire mesh cage, compulsively
gnawing on his own hind legs, he quickly learned to react to
the slightest gesture on the part of his torturers, his monitored
heartbeat raced in panic, his jaundiced eyeballs careened in
their sockets, a metaphysical malaise permeated his soul like
sulphur dioxide, after only a few hours. Yet his torturers
persisted for there were dozens of graphs and charts to be
filled out; dozens of young assistants involved in the
experiment. In the gauging of “terror” in dumb beasts of his
species they shocked him with increasing severity until virtual
puffs of smoke issued from the top of his head, they singed
his fur with burning needles, poked burning needles into his
tender anus, lowered his cage over a Bunsen burner, wiped
their eyes laughing at his antics, shaking and rattling his cage,
spinning his cage at a velocity of ninety miles an hour, they
marveled at how he was conditioned to respond not just to

their gestures but to their words as if he could understand
them and then, most amazing of all,—this would be the crux
of the controversial article in Scientific American—after
forty-eight hours he began to react unerringly to the mere
thought that the torture would be resumed. (Provided the
experimenters consciously “thought” their thoughts inside the
laboratory, not outside.) A remarkable scientific discovery!—
unfortunately, after his death, never once to be duplicated.
Thus utterly worthless as science and a bit of a joke in
experimental psychology circles.
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How Mr. X adored his Babygirl!—lovingly bathing her in
her fragrant bubble bath, brushing and combing her long
wavy-curly cinnamon hair that fell to her hips, cooing to her,
poking his tongue in her, bringing her breakfast in bed after a
fevered night of marital love, insisting upon shaving, with his
own straight razor, the peachy-fuzzy down that covered her
lovely body, and the stiff “unsightly” hairs of underarms, legs,
and crotch. Weeks, months. Until one night his penis failed
him and he realized he was frankly bored with Babygirl’s
dimpled buttocks and navel, her wide-open periwinkle-blue
eyes, the flattering Oh! of her pursed rosebud lips. He
realized that her flat nasal voice grated against his sensitive
nerves, her habits disgusted him, several times he caught her
scratching her fat behind when she believed herself

unobserved, she was not so fastidious as to refrain from
picking her nose, frequently the bathroom stank of flatulence
and excrement after she emerged from it, her menstrual blood
stained the white linen heirloom sheets, her kinky hairs
collected in drains, her early-morning breath was rancid as the
inside of his own oldest shoes, she gazed at him with big
mournful questioning cow-eyes, Oh what is wrong dearest,
oh! don’t you love me any longer? What did I do! lowering
her bulk onto his knees, sliding her pudgy arms around his
neck, exhaling her meaty breath in his face, so, cruelly, he
parted his knees and Babygirl fell with a graceless thud to the
floor. As she stared at him speechless in astonishment and
hurt he struck her with the backside of his hand, bloodying
her nose, Oh you will, bitch, will you! he grunted, will you!
Eh!
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Mating, and mating. Mating. A frenzy of mating. In the
prime of his maleness he fathered dozens, hundreds,
thousands of offspring, now they’re scurrying and squeaking
everywhere, little buggers everywhere underfoot, nudging him
aside as he feeds, ganging up on him, yes a veritable gang of
them, how quickly babies grow up, it’s amazing how quickly
babies grow up, one day an inch long, the next day two inches
long, the next day four inches long, those tiny perfect toes,
claws, ears, whiskers, graceful curved tails, incisors, ravenous

appetite And the horror of it washed over me suddenly: I
cannot die, I am multiplied to infinity. It was not his fault! His
enemies are even now setting out dollops of powdery-pasty
poison, to rid the neighborhood of him and his offspring, but
it was not his fault! A fever overtook him, him and certain of
his sisters, almost daily it seemed, yes daily, maybe hourly, no
time to rest, no time for contemplation, a two-inch thing, a
sort of a knob of flesh, a rod, hot and stiff with blood, pistonquick, tireless, unfurling itself out of the soft sac between his
hind legs, yes and he was powerless to resist, it was more
urgent even than gnawing, more excruciatingly pleasurable, he
was but an appendage! thus innocent! But his enemies,
plotting against him, don’t give a damn, they’re cruel and
cold-blooded setting out dollops of this most delicious poison,
sugary, pasty, bread-moldy, delicious beyond reckoning, he
should know better (shouldn’t he?) but he’s unable to resist,
pushing his way into the sea of squeaking quivering young
ones, seething sea, dark waves, wave upon wave eating in a
delirium of appetite, a single feeding organism you might
think, it’s a diabolical poison however that doesn’t kill these
poor buggers on the premises but induces violent thirst in
them thus shortly after feeding he and his thousands of sons
and daughters are rushing out of the building, in a panic to
find water, to drink water, to alleviate this terrible thirst,
they’re drawn to the dockside, to the river, there are screams
as people see them emerge, the dark wave of them, glittering
eyes, whiskers, pink near-hairless tails, they take no notice of

anyone or anything in their need to get to water, there in the
river a number of them drown, others drink and drink and
drink until, as planned, their poor bodies bloat, and swell, and
burst. And city sanitation workers wearing gas masks
complain bitterly as they shovel the corpses, small mountains
of corpses, into a procession of dumpster trucks, then they
hose down the sidewalks, streets, docks. At a fertilizer plant
he and his progeny will be mashed down, ground to gritty
powder and sold for commercial/residential use. No mention
of the poison of course.
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Grown increasingly and mysteriously insensitive to his
wife’s feelings, Mr. X, within their first year of marriage,
began to bring home “business associates” (as he called them)
to ogle Babygirl, to peek at her in her bath, to whisper
licentious remarks in her ears, to touch, fondle, molest—as
Mr. X, often smoking a cigar, calmly watched! At first
Babygirl was too astonished to comprehend, then she burst
into tears of indignation and hurt, then she pleaded with the
brute to be spared, then she flew into a tantrum tossing silky
garments and such into a suitcase, then she was lying in a
puddle on the bathroom floor, nights and days passed in a
delirium, her keeper fed her grudgingly and at irregular
intervals, there were promises of sunshine, greenery,
Christmas gifts, promises made and withheld, then one day a

masked figure appeared in the doorway, in leather military
regalia, gloved hands on his hips, brass-studded belt, holster
and pistol riding his hip, gleaming black leather boots the toes
of which Babygirl eagerly kissed, groveling before him,
twining her long curly-cinnamon hair around his ankles.
Begging, Have mercy! don’t hurt me! I am yours! in sickness
and in health as I gave my vow to God! And assuming the
masked man was in fact Mr. X (for wasn’t this a reasonable
assumption, in these circumstances?) Babygirl willingly
accompanied him to the master bedroom, to the antique brass
four-postered bed, and did not resist his wheezing, straining,
protracted and painful lovemaking, if such an act can be
called lovemaking, the insult of it! the pain of it! and not till
the end, when the masked figure triumphantly removed his
mask, did Babygirl discover that he was a stranger—and that
Mr. X himself was standing at the foot of the bed, smoking a
cigar, calmly observing. In the confusion of all that followed,
weeks, months, there came a succession of “business
associates,” never the same man twice, as Mr. X grew
systematically crueler, hardly a gentleman any longer, forcing
upon his wife as she lay trussed and helpless in their marriage
bed a man with fingernails filed razor-sharp who lacerated her
tender flesh, a man with a glittering scaly skin, a man with a
turkey’s wattles, a man with an ear partly missing, a man with
a stark-bald head and cadaverous smile, a man with infected
draining sores like exotic tattoos stippling his body, and poor
Babygirl was whipped for disobedience, Babygirl was burnt

with cigars, Babygirl was slapped, kicked, pummeled, nearsuffocated and near-strangled and near-drowned, she
screamed into her saliva-soaked gag, she thrashed, convulsed,
bled in sticky skeins most distasteful to Mr. X who then
punished her additionally, as a husband will do, by
withholding his affection.
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So light-headed with hunger was he, hiding in terror from
his enemies beneath a pile of bricks, he began to gnaw at his
own tail—timidly at first, then more avidly, with appetite,
unable to stop, his poor skinny tail, his twenty pink toes and
pads, his hind legs, choice loins and chops and giblets and
breast and pancreas and brains and all, at last his bones are
picked clean, the startling symmetry and beauty of the
skeleton revealed, now he’s sleepy, contented and sleepy,
washes himself with fastidious little scrubbing motions of his
paws then curls up in the warm September sun to nap. A sigh
ripples through him: exquisite peace.
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Except: two gangling neighborhood boys creep up on him
dozing atop his favorite brick, capture him in a net and toss
him squeaking in terror into a cardboard box, slam down the

lid that’s pocked with air holes, he’s delivered by bicycle to a
gentleman with neatly combed white hair and a cultivated
voice who pays the boys five dollars each for him, observes
him crouched in a corner of the box rubbing his hands
delightedly together chuckling softly, Well! you’re a roughlooking fella aren’t you! To his considerable surprise, the
white-haired gentleman feeds him; holds him up, though not
unkindly, by the scruff of his neck, to examine him, the sleek
perfectly-formed parts of him, the rakish incisors most
particularly. Breathing audibly, murmuring, with excited
satisfaction. Yes. I believe you will do, old boy.
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No longer allowed out of the house, often confined to the
bedroom suite on the second floor, poor Babygirl nonetheless
managed to adjust to the altered circumstances of her life with
commendable fortitude and good humor. Spending most of
her days lying languorously in bed, doing her nails, devouring
gourmet chocolates brought her by one or another of Mr. X’s
business associates, sometimes, in a romantic mood, by the
unpredictable Mr. X himself, she watched television (the
evangelical preachers were her favorites), complained to
herself in the way of housewives in America, tended to her
wounds, clipped recipes from magazines, gossiped over the
telephone with her female friends, shopped by catalogue, read
her Bible, grew heavier, sullen, apprehensive of the future,

plucked her eyebrows, rubbed fragrant creams into her skin,
kept an optimistic attitude, made an effort. Of the disturbing
direction in which her marriage was moving she tried not to
think for Babygirl was not the kind of wife to whine,
whimper, nag, not Babygirl so imagine her surprise and
horror when, one night, Mr. X arrived home and ran upstairs
to the bedroom in which, that day, she’d been confined, tied
to the four brass posts of the marital bed by white silken
cords, and in triumph threw open his camel’s hair coat, See
what I’ve brought for you, my dear! unzipping his trousers
with trembling fingers and as Babygirl stared incredulous out
he leapt—squeaking, red-eyed, teeth bared and glistening with
froth, stiff curved tail erect. Babygirl’s screams were
heartrending.
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Mr. X and his (male) companions observed with scientific
detachment the relationship between Babygirl and He (as, in
codified shorthand, they referred to him): how, initially, the
pair resisted each other most strenuously, even hysterically,
Babygirl shrieking even through the gag stuffed in her mouth
as He was netted in the bed with her, such a struggle, such
acrobatics, He squeaking in animal panic edged with indignant
rage, biting, clawing, fighting as if for His very life, and
Babygirl, despite her flaccid muscles and her seemingly
indolent ways, putting up a fight as if for her very life! And

this went on for hours, for an entire night, and the night
following, and the night following that. And there was never
anything so remarkable on Burlingame Way, the attractive
residential street where Mr. X made his home.
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He did not want this, no certainly he did not want this,
resisting with all the strength of his furry little being, as, with
gloved hands, Mr. X forced him there—poor Babygirl
spread-eagled and helpless bleeding from a thousand welts
and lacerations made by his claws and teeth and why was he
being forced snout-first, and then head-first, then his
shoulders, his sleek muscular length, why there—in there—so
he choked, near-suffocated, used his teeth to tear a way free
for himself yet even as he did so Mr. X with hands trembling
in excitement, as his companions, gathered round the bed,
watched in awe pushed him in farther, and then farther—into
the blood-hot pulsing toughly elastic tunnel between poor
Babygirl’s fatty thighs—and still farther until only the sleekfurry end of his rump and his trailing hind legs and, of course,
the eight-inch pink tail were visible. His panicked gnawing of
the fleshy walls that so tightly confined him released small
geysers of blood that nearly drowned him, and the involuntary
spasms of clenching of poor Babygirl’s pelvic muscles nearly
crushed him, thus how the struggle would have ended, if both
he and Babygirl had not lost consciousness at the same

instant, is problematic. Even Mr. X and his companions,
virtually beside themselves in unholy arousal, were relieved
that, for that night, the agon had ceased.
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As, at her martyrdom, at the stake in Rouen, as the flames
licked mindlessly ever higher and higher to consume her, to
turn her to ashes, Jeanne d’Arc is reported to have cried out
“Jesu! Jesu! Jesu!” in a voice of rapture.
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And who would clean up the mess. And who, with a
migraine, sanitary pad soaked between her chafed thighs,
she’s fearful of seeing her swollen jaw, blackened eye in any
mirrored surface weeping quietly to herself, padding gingerly
about in her bedroom slippers, mock-Japanese quilted
housecoat. The only consolation is at least there’s a TV in
most of the rooms so, even when the vacuum is roaring, she
isn’t alone: there’s Reverend Tim, there’s Brother Jessie,
there’s Sweet Alabam’ MacGowan. A consolation at least.
For, not only did Babygirl suffer such insult and ignominy at
the hands of the very man who, of all the world, was most
responsible for her emotional well-being, not only was she
groggy in the aftermath of only dimly remembered physical

trauma, running the risk, as she sensed, of infection, sterility,
and a recrudescence of her old female maladies,—not only
this but she was obliged to clean up the mess next morning,
who else. Laundering the sheets, blood-stained sheets are no
joke. On her hands and knees trying (with minimal success) to
remove the stains from the carpet. Vacuum the carpet. And
the dirt-bag is full and there’s a problem putting in a new dirtbag, there always is. Faint-headed, wracked several times with
white-hot bolts of pain so she had to sit, catch her breath.
And the pad between her legs soaked hard in blackish blood
like blood-sausage. And the steel wool disintegrating in her
fingers as gamely she tries to scour the casserole dish clean,
dissolves in tears, Oh! where has love gone! so one evening
he surprises her, in that melancholy repose, the children are in
on it too, what’s today but Babygirl’s birthday and she’d
tormented herself thinking no one would remember but as
they sweep into the restaurant, the Gondola that’s one of the
few good Italian restaurants in the city where you can order
pizza too, the staff is waiting, Happy Birthday! balloons, halfchiding there’s a chorus, Did you think we’d forgotten? and
Babygirl orders a sloe gin fizz which goes straight to her head
and she giggles and suppresses a tiny belch patting her fingers
to her mouth, later her husband is scolding one of the boys
but she’s going to steer clear of the conflict, goes to the
powder room, checks her makeup in the rose-lit flattering
mirrors seeing yes, thank God the bruise under her left eye is
fading, then she takes care to affix squares of toilet paper to

the toilet seat to prevent picking up an infectious disease,
since AIDS Babygirl is even more methodical, then she’s
sitting on the toilet her mind for a moment blissful and empty
until, turning her head, just happening to turn her head,
though probably she sensed its presence, she sees, not six
inches away, on the slightly grimy sill of a frosted-glass
window, the red-blinking eyes of a large rodent, oh dear God
is it a rat, these eyes fixed upon hers, her heart gives a violent
kick and nearly stops. Poor Babygirl’s screams penetrate
every wall of the building.
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Black and White Sky
Tanith Lee
I
Almost Morning; it is early summer, not quite five o’clock.
The sky has a colourless lightness, faintly golden in the east
across the fields. In the woods birds sing in pale, clear
sprinklings of sound.
From a copse one magpie rises. It flies straight upward.
There is a slight visual softness to all distances, perhaps
mist, or haze. The air is fresh, but not unwarm.
A second magpie rises, this time not from the copse.
The golden edge of the sky intensifies, begins to dazzle.
The sun is nearly free of the horizon.
A third magpie rises.
A fourth magpie rises.
The bird-chorus redoubles, eagerly encouraging the dawn.
From the farm over towards the main road, some heavy
vehicle or machinery rumbles.
A fifth magpie rises.
The sun rises.
A sixth magpie rises.
The sky floods with shell pink and golden lacquer.
A seventh magpie rises . . .

••••
It was the day when Alice came to clean Cigarette Cottage.
Of course, that was not the cottage’s proper name. After it
was built in the 1930s someone pastorally-minded had
christened the place “Woodbine Cottage.” And following
various renovations, and the removal of the name-plate above
the door, “Woodbine” still stuck.
But George Anderton, moving in during 2003, coined his
own private version of the name, in memory of those
cigarettes he could recall his grandmother puffing at, in the
days when smoking was a pleasant habit rather than a capital
offence.
George himself had smoked, but no longer did so. He had
never really been that serious a smoker. But, although having
successfully given it up some twenty years before, he still
occasionally missed them. The act perhaps, more than any hit.
“I’ve counted twenty-four magpies just as I was walking
along the lane from the Duck,” said Alice, as she put down
her bag and accepted a mug of coffee. “What do you think of
that?”
“Triple hell,” said George, idly.
Alice laughed. She was only about forty, and very
attractive. She made no secret of the fact she found George, a
man more than ten years older, attractive too. But she was
happily married and so would, hopefully, never impinge on
George’s solitary country life. He had given up London rather
as he gave up smoking, missed the act, or idea of it, but not

constantly. Women he had not given up. But there had been
plenty—too many, he supposed—in his previous life. To be
truly alone at last was restful.
Once a fortnight Alice came in, to dust, hoover, and
bleach the bathroom and the cooker. Now and then she
cleaned the windows unasked. She charged the going rate,
damaged nothing, did not get on his nerves, and was out of
the house in never more than three hours.
“Triple hell—why’s that?”
“The old rhyme,” said George. “One for sorrow, two for
joy, that stuff. There are several versions. The ones I know all
end at nine magpies. And one of them finishes ‘Seven’s for
Heaven, and Eight’s for Hell.’ So: three times eight equals
twenty-four—triple hell.”
“And what’s nine?”
“The Devil.”
“Oh, you,” she said, beaming at him and liberating the
dusters.
He was a writer; novels, and even some stage plays put on
at the Lyric and the Royal Court. Now all he seemed to turn
out were short stories, but his reputation, if not major, was
not quite non-existent. To Alice, he thought, he was a
curiosity, maybe a sort of catch in the cleaning market. The
rest of her clients were more usual, weekenders or locals with
enough money, plus of course the Duck pub up the lane.
When he went upstairs to his workroom (his study, Alice
called it), he glanced from the window. Downstairs by now

the trees in the small front garden, and the woods to the back,
were thickly leafed, obscuring much of the sky. From the
cottage’s upper story, however, he could see out across the
shorter trees to the fields, as far as the farm. So he noticed a
magpie fly up at once. And then, about half-a-minute later,
another. And then, approximately equally spaced, several
more. They rose singly, each from a different area, from
behind the ring of trees on the fields’ edge, from the fields
themselves, from over the farm, out where the main road to
Stantham cut ugly through the curve of the landscape.
Downstairs Alice was gently clinking something. George
stood at the window and watched the magpies rising, he
thought at first every one from a different spot, yet now and
then another one would go up later from the same spot. There
seemed always a similar interval, though he did not bother to
check it exactly. It was curious. He wondered briefly what had
caused it, so many of them, and so regular in rising. But then
he told himself to stop prevaricating and go back to the
computer. Most writers used almost anything, he knew but
too well, to absent themselves from work.
••••
It is midday. The church clock in the village a mile off
chimes out twelve. The light is very bright now, metallic and
clear. It shines on the hills that rim the distance, and sparks up
the windows of the cottage. A woman has cycled away about
an hour before. The man is working diligently in the room on

the upper story, drinking his fourth mug of coffee now. He is
on a roll with the story he writes, does not wish yet to stop for
lunch.
A sluggish car lurches along the lane, heading for the pub.
Bees buzz, and a few grasshoppers creak in the hedge. A gray
squirrel performs acrobatics in the garden trees, then bounds
overland for the wood.
A magpie rises.
It is now the most recent example of hundreds. The man
in the cottage might have seen, if he had been looking.
It flies straight upwards, straight up into the glare of the
zenith sun. Light digests it. It has vanished.
Smaller birds flutter about their business, wood pigeons,
finches, a robin, a blackbird. Some are already teaching their
young to fly. They quarter the lower air, flit past the oak trees
and the now-wild apple that cast its last blossom only a week
before. None of these birds heads directly upward. Not even
the crow which abruptly wings over, cawing harshly, black as
computer ink.
A magpie rises. Half a minute or thereabouts ticks away.
A magpie rises.
••••
Soon after 6:00 p.m., George Anderton backed up the
day’s work, checked for emails—none—and switched off the
computer.
Downstairs, lingering over a drink, he made a swift mental

foray into the fridge and promptly decided to visit the Duck
for dinner.
At seven he opened the door of Cigarette Cottage, and
stood, gazing through the trees into the glowing upper sky. It
was blue, and feathered only by faint eddies of cloud, that
seemed to foretell a fine tomorrow. The sun was westering
towards the hills, visible in gaps, molten yet filmy. At least
another hour before it set. This place. He had never regretted
coming here. The lack of unnecessary human noise, beyond
the intermittent legitimate agricultural sounds from the farm,
the bird-song, the notes of various wildlife, the silences.
Absorbed, he filled his ears with blackbird music, filled his
eyes with the light. He had forgotten the magpies.
Then one rose, straight up, from the copse across the lane.
Straight up and into the heart of the westered light, vanishing,
as if dissolved.
George was startled. He returned to himself, refocussed his
eyes, and waited.
Another magpie rose. This one was further over towards
the hills, framed in a gap, a small pinpoint of darkness.
Perhaps it was not a magpie.
He looked at the hands of his watch, counted off the
seconds—lifted his eyes . . . I will lift up mine eyes unto the
hills—nothing. No magpie had risen. Crazy, why would it?
Behind him. George turned around, moving almost too
fast for himself. He saw this next magpie already high above,
in the last moment before the light devoured it.

Had they gone on rising, continuing to rise, all day? Why?
Where were they going? To the top of the sky?
••••
In the Duck the usual evening crowd was sitting over its
drinks. George Anderton had lived here long enough by now
that two or three regulars greeted him. In the dining room
beyond the front bar, a handful of summer visitors sat, lightly
tanned and animated. George scanned them cautiously.
(He had once been trapped here by a mad-ish young-ish
woman who was a fan of his work and had apparently
previously met him in London at a book signing. Her recalled
London intentions were not strictly literary, but he was then
involved elsewhere. Besides she was hardly his type, whatever
that really meant. Age had not improved her, or her
intentions, or his inclinations. It had been difficult to shake her
off without being rude. He had finally only managed to by
telling her he did not want to be rude, which did the trick.)
Tonight there was no visitor who appeared to recognise
him or care about him in any way.
George went to the bar and ordered his meal and a bottle
of Bex.
“What do you think it is, then?” Colly asked him as he
rattled a bottle from the fridge.
“What’s that?” George felt curiously oppressed. He knew
already what that would be. He was correct.
“Them barmy birds.”

“Which birds?” My God. George realised he was
pretending he had not noticed. Why on earth?
But Colly, handing him a glass, explained, “Bloody
magpies. Going up like rockets all the time.”
“Are they?”
“I s’pose you ain’t seen it, mate,” said Colly, who like
George hailed from London, and had kept his accent with him
though in situ here for more than eighteen years.
“Well, I’ve seen some flying over. But so what?”
“Here,” said Colly to Amethyst as she came from the
kitchen with two plates, “old George ain’t bloody seen them
magpies going up all day. One every thirty-seven seconds
Arnold reckons.”
“It’s true,” said Amethyst, widening her eyes at George
through the pleasant steam of one meat and one vegetarian
lasagne.
From along the bar a couple of the other men joined in.
They told George, and the room in general, how Arnold
Weller had timed the darn things. Between thirty-two and
thirty-eight seconds. He had counted them for a whole halfhour. Over forty-three magpies, though old Arny had lost
count, he thought, by a little—not much—forty or forty-three
or even forty-eight. Near enough. And still flying up, one-byone. One after another. And all of them from different places,
or from the places no other bird was then rising from.
An elderly voice spoke from the corner, under the oil
painting of Ducks in Flight. “Was on the one o’clock news. I

heard it. They made a joke about it. Then someone else came
in—some politician. Said he saw ’em too, in Sussex or
whatever, that morning, and coming into London all the way.”
“Reports all over the country,” someone else said.
George turned to Amethyst. “No, thanks. No fries. Just the
steak and salad.”
“You’re, like, clever,” said Amethyst. She was in her
earliest twenties, bright, respectful, a non-reader who
unusually and wrongly seemed to believe writing a novel or
play was the act of a wise, well-educated person. “What do
you think’s causing it?”
“I don’t know.”
“But it’s—like it’s weird, isn’t it?”
“Is it? Maybe not.”
“Maybe it’s global warming,” said one of the dining room
visitors, moving in to ask where the gents was. Once told, he
added, amused, over one shoulder, “Jude says she saw them
from the car when we were driving down. I didn’t notice. But
Jude’s gimlet eye picked them out okay.”
“What’s a gimlet eye?” Amethyst asked George over the
two cooling dinners.
“God knows,” he said. “I used to know. Can’t remember.
Old age,” he added, smiling.
“You’re not, like, old,” Amethyst insisted so vehemently
and staring in his eyes with her wide, and certainly un-gimletlike ones, he felt a hint of random desire. But it passed. It was
food he lusted after, he decided, as he walked through into the

pub garden.
Dusk was coming now, gradual and inevitable. A moth
flew towards him as if in greeting, then on into the lighted
pub.
••••
Night falls.
From the farm the lights blaze out, and along the main
road the headlamps of the occasional truck or group of fast
cars spangle up the cats-eyes like broken glass. A badger
crosses, pausing to snuff at the tainted tarmac. A lucky
badger, meandering sluggish yet unscathed in a lacuna of
traffic to the farther side.
A frog croaks from a hidden pool. The night wind stirs
softly and brushes through the leaves and grasses.
A magpie rises, blanking out, in passing, the stars, which
then reappear.
The moon, almost full, will rise later. It will show far better
than the stars the rising magpies, thirty or forty or fifty, that
passage upward during every half-hour within the radius of
visibility.
The Duck burns like a golden lantern in the darkness. It is
almost 11:00 p.m. A couple of vehicles glide down the lane,
away to the side-roads that lie north and west of the main one.
Later the more dedicated drinkers emerge, taking various
paths homeward. Two cross the fields, a young man and a
girl, pausing to kiss among the new-beginning crops, like

lovers from Hardy. Behind and sometimes before them,
unseen, unnoted, magpies rise one by one, straight up into the
stars.
The man who is a writer and has sat in the pub garden
until utter darkness beyond the lights closed up the sky, who
afterwards had a vodka at the bar, listening with the publican
and a few others to the ten o’clock news, the comments and
views of a celebrity, a twitcher, and an eminent ornithologist,
leaves the Duck and himself goes back along the lane. In the
doorway of the cottage he stands a moment again, studying
the skyscape. Indoors, upstairs, he watches too a while at the
workroom window. But he can no longer be certain they are
rising. If they are, then not near enough for the lights of his
house to catch the white pattern on their wings.
They are like ancient Egyptian birds, he thinks, magpies.
Their markings seem primal and elder as the spectacle designs
about the eyes of certain snakes.
In the deep hollow of the night, dreamless, he wakes. He
hears the eruption of wings leaping at Heaven from the roof
above his head. Then he gets up and crosses through again
into his workroom. Against the yellow three-quarter face of
the hot moon, he sees another magpie rise. Another magpie,
more southerly, side-lit, half-a-minute, or thirty-six seconds
after it. In other areas that the moon can find, presently
another. Another. Another.
Back in bed he switches on the radio for the World
Service. But all the BBC will give him now is war, famine,

and disease; misery, and a tiny bit of the tune called “Lily
Bolero.”
He turns it off and falls asleep again and dreams the young
girl from the pub is stalking him as the mad-ish woman had
tried to do. Nevertheless he lets the pub girl in. Then just
inside the doorway, she turns into his cleaning woman. Before
the dream can become properly erotic, unfortunately—or
perhaps actually fortunately—it fades away from him. He
does not wake until the alarm clock sounds at 7:00 a.m.
II
George Anderton no longer bothered regularly to read
newspapers. Any allure they ever had for him had melted
away in his forties. Two days after he saw the first magpie
ascending from his window, two nights after hearing the other
magpie clattering up, as if suddenly evolved from the very
slates of the cottage roof, he walked to the village. Orthurst
had its point-topped Saxon church and ancient yews, the
scatter of shops and now-defunct post office, the bus-stop for
Stantham Cross, and the other pub, the Cart and Plough, and
some two hundred or so cottages, several dating way back.
There was also the unfinished new estate, virtually builderabandoned, that no one had wanted here, and was called the
Lavvy.
At Rosie’s, now owned and operated by Pam, he bought
some butter, lettuce, pears, and bacon, the Independent and

Guardian, and the local Stantham Spotter.
“It gives me the creeps,” said Pam. She was a nice, comfy
old thing of thirty-going-on-sixty-five. “My gran used to tell
me they were unlucky. Ill-omened birds. If you saw one you
had to say, ‘Good-morrow, Master Magpie.’ Or even, ‘GoodMorrow, Lord Magpie.’ Then it might be all right. But I tried
not to see them when I was a child. Once one flew right at me
on my bike when I was only seven, and five minutes after I
fell off in a ditch. Broke my little finger. Look. It never came
back straight. Doesn’t bend like it should, neither.”
“Poor you,” he said. He refrained from saying gran’s scare
tactics had freaked Pam out enough that she had been bound
to fall off the bike after a close meeting with a magpie.
“Can’t avoid seeing the blessed things now, can I? Nobody
can. And the telly news goes on and on about them. They’re
everywhere. Going up. Did you hear about the plane at
Heathrow last night? Yes, of course you did.”
But he had not heard, slept solidly last night and through
the alarm, missed the news this morning, had only just now
seen the Heathrow report, a secondary headline on the
Guardian’s front page.
It seemed, rather than inhaling a flock of the birds—what
usually happened—the Boeing had been struck repeatedly by
magpies, rising as if blind and insane, directly in its path,
therefore hitting or being hit by fuselage, wings, and next the
undercarriage as the plane descended. The pilot had lost his
nerve, many of the passengers too. The co-pilot brought the

plane in, but the landing was a bad one, the touchdown heavy,
the Boeing slewing across the runway. Three people had died,
and seventy were injured, five seriously.
Disliking his own pragmatism, George considered it could
have been far worse.
“On TV Breakfast they said, in Scotland,” went on Pam,
unhappy and excitable at once, “one plane there ditched in a
loch.” She pronounced this “lock,” but he nodded. She
expanded, “But at Manchester they’ve grounded them all.
They’re going to ground all of them, unless they can shoot
them out of the sky.”
He refrained, now, from asking if she meant the birds or
the planes.
“No one can get home, then, except by sea. And they’ve
closed the Chunnel, too. It’s on page two in the Mail—a train
struck so many birds on the approach it had to stop—the
wheels and the windows were all . . .” she hesitated,
grimaced. “Black and red.”
He had, by then, seen the headline glaring on the Mail:
WINGED DEATH RISES FROM THE TRACKS. A picture
of the stalled train, surrounded by firemen and railway
workers, was accompanied by a caption that began: They
seemed to come up out of holes under the line, said driver
Ken Rains.
Pam, shocking him slightly, abruptly started to cry. He had
the urge to put an arm around her, tell her everything would
be fine and would get sorted out. But he was unsure he

himself believed this, going on the general everyday mess.
And anyway, he had found out in the not-so-distant past
where such gestures might land him.
“Don’t worry, Pam,” he temporised.
She said, “No, it isn’t that. I don’t know what it is. My
age, I expect.”
Poor Pam, he thought again, but did not say it. To be
gallant might also be misunderstood. He left the shop having
bought the Mail as well, the price of an extra paper to
appease her. Not much of a consolation.
All the way back, now downhill to the fields and woods,
he could watch the magpies rising on all sides, and behind
him should he turn round, and off towards the hills those
specks which, now, he was sure were magpies too. On his
way to the village, going uphill, a single magpie had sprung
directly from a bush at the side of the path. And later another
from about three metres ahead of him. They might, these two,
indeed have been engendered out of holes in the ground. Out
of holes in reality. One minute non-existent, and then
—existing.
It was overcast today. The patch of fine weather had
disintegrated. Well, this was England. High up, cloud had
settled like a pale gray duvet. And the silence. How silent it
seemed. Not even the magpies made a sound, beyond the
abrupt clapping of their wings, when near enough. That
signature rattling chatter of theirs was oddly always absent.
There was a fitful, warmish wind. It carried a smell from the

farm, he thought, not strong or really unpleasant; animal.
Somehow depressing.
It’s my age, I expect, George told himself with dry
mimicry. He had stuck too on the bloody story.
••••
“Eyewitnesses are mistaken! It is entirely impossible that
the huge number of birds people are claiming to have seen
could even be found in the whole of the British Isles!”
An argument broke out at once between the four guests in
the studio. The presenter tried to quieten them in vain.
George switched to another channel. A soap filled the eye
and air with over-exaggerated drama that, beside the theatre
of the swarming magpies, seemed ludicrous, laughable, and
redundant.
The sun was low over the hills.
It had emerged from the duvet of cloud into a swollen
vividity, murky orange, more like that of a wintry dawn.
The full moon had not been visible last night.
When the microwave disgorged the frozen pasty,
presumably cooked, he started to eat it.
The next news told him, and showed him, men and
women interminably shooting at rising magpies. Some birds
fell at once. Some fluttered and spiralled away, mutilated and
dying. Some, entirely missed, rose on into the overcast of the
TV-recorded afternoon.
On the first channel they were still shouting, red in the face

under their make-up tans. The presenter, unable to control the
verbal fracas, shrugged wryly.
The phone sounded in the front room. George wiped his
hands and went to answer it.
“Hi, George, darling. Have you seen the news?”
“Yes.” It was Lydia, an actress who had appeared in one of
his plays. They had slept together at the time. Lydia was his
own age, but beautiful in a way not often seen. He had always
liked her voice very much. He found he accordingly tended,
during her phone calls, to hear her voice rather than what she
said.
“Ah—what, Lydia?”
“Yes, it’s an awful line, isn’t it. I’ve heard half the lines are
down.”
“How do you mean?” He thought once more he knew.
Once more, he did.
“They fly right into them. Poor old birds, all tangled. Then
the lines come off those pole things. It’s as if they can’t see.
Or only see one thing—the upper sky. Do you have it there,
Georgie?”
“Everyone has it everywhere,” he said, “it seems. At least,
in Britain.”
“Sean told me it just stops at the sea.”
“What exactly stops at the sea?”
“The—what did he say they called it?—oh, I can’t
remember. But it’s dire, isn’t it?”
“I suppose it is.”

“The RSPB,” someone else said loudly. But it was the
television in the other room. The sound for some reason had
revved right up, then sunk away.
“. . . and I just sit at the window and watch them. It’s quite
hypnotic. They just go up, straight up, and disappear in the
clouds. I wonder why?”
“Yes, I think everyone wonders that.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a magpie in central London
before. Not here.”
“No.”
“Everything else. Sparrows, gulls, pigeons—and pelicans
and swans in the park. But magpies . . . None of the other
birds are doing it, are they?”
He thought they were not. Then again, he had been
noticing, or imagining, the other birds were rather quieter.
There was less singing, less of the territorial tweets and cries.
The dawn chorus—did that still happen? It was too early in
the season for all birdsong to taper off. As for the magpies
themselves, they made no sound, as he had been aware for a
while. Aside from the flurry of their wings as they rose.
Through the window, in the small front garden, a magpie
evolved from the rogue apple tree. It lifted straight up into the
half-tone upper sky. He could have sworn it had not been
there a second before.
“Lydia, are you still—”
“Hello?” she said. “Hello, darling? Oh bugger. I can’t hear
you. Just a sizzle sort of thing. Never mind. If you can hear

me, come up to town soon, won’t you? We can go to dinner
at the Royal.”
The light in the other room flickered.
George heard the TV again, the new voice, a woman’s,
was telling someone that the lower, or upper, stratosphere—
he did not take it in—was full of birds, floating, only that, like
a fleet at anchor. Updraughts or thermals carrying and
supporting it, or them; hundreds, thousands. But when he
went back into the room, the pasty, which going by the
commandment on its label under no circumstances must
anyone re-heat, had congealed to a cold, gooey fudge, and the
screen was blank. Only the woman’s impersonal and rather
annoying voice talking of helicopter gunships, or ground-toair missiles. Another programme then, about Afghanistan, or
Pakistan.
George turned off the TV. Not with a bang, he thought, as
if an alien authoritarian voice was speaking also in his head.
Not with a bang, but with a feather.
••••
During the night the battery-powered radio, which he had
left on, woke him with a blast of between-items noise, some
sort of militant jangle now representing the World Service,
and obviously designed violently to awaken any insomniac
who had managed to fall asleep. So he heard that an Italian
plane approaching Bournemouth airport had found itself
unable to land due to the maelstrom of birds. Having circled

for some time, all the while with birds smashing into it, it
headed back out to sea. An adjacent bulletin announced the
plane had gone down in the water not a mile out. All
passengers and crew were feared dead. On the heels of this
came reports that European and US airlines were refusing to
let their craft attempt landing anywhere on British soil until
the avian crisis was resolved. Countless Britons would be
stranded. Perhaps they were glad? It seemed the Bird-Blanket,
as one commentator called it, was limited to the British Island,
(also a recent coining) involving only England, Wales, and
Scotland. The radio then, despite having new batteries, began
to fail. He switched it off. That the failure had nothing to do
with batteries he understood perfectly.
••••
Morning, noon, evening, night. Time has passed, is
passing. Passes. Above the sky, they are to be visualised, the
fleets, massed close and massing ever more closely, as more
and more of the components rise up to fill them, pack them
tight. A black and white expanded and expanding cumulus.
Spy planes have taken photographs. By now the
phenomenon is visible from space. Satellites relay batches of
curious pictures.
Fighter craft have also risen. They have blasted out gaps in
the living, quasi-suspended, fluttering cloud-ceiling. There has
been speculation as to what, precisely, keeps the bird cloud in
place. Some oblique abnormal thermal, perhaps, some

unforetold updraught, maybe created even by the birds’ own
upward flight. Or else it is all some new facet of pollution,
global warming, some scientific experiment that has—of
course—misfired, gone wrong . . . human worthlessness and
wickedness in general.
As for the aerial fighters, frequently their planes ingest the
half-destroyed bodies of their composite black and white
target. Then the planes fall too, like the dead and dying
burning birds. Aerial activity is cancelled. And in any event,
the endless streams of magpies continue to rise, one bird it has
been estimated roughly every half or three-quarter minute.
During an hour, a hundred, sometimes one hundred and sixty
birds are reckoned to be lifting from every square mile of
land. If that is at all conceivable, likely, possible. Eyewitness
statements, even those of trained observers, vary precariously.
Beaters plunge for a while through fields, woods, gardens,
along hillsides, over moors, by riverbanks, and guns blast like
a never-ending soundtrack of war. In towns and cities, citizens
are summarily ordered off the streets, while rapacious birddogs and their handlers seek, and always find, their quarry,
but for all the birds slaughtered, quick and clean, misjudged
and horribly, for all the carnage and the debris and the stink,
the pity of it all—poor things, poor things—new birds rise and
keep on rising. Fifty, a hundred, two hundred, to a square
mile. They seem to burst from the concrete skin of the streets,
the stony ground, the trunks of trees and walls of buildings,
out of the impervious world itself, self-perpetuating,

ineradicable, inexhaustible.
Feathers lightly, omnipresently, carpet the earth. Feathers
are caught in trees, lie along windowsills, drift into offices,
houses, shops, stations, subways, alleys and avenues, caves
and churches, libraries and reservoirs. Along the side-roads,
high streets, and motorways the feathers drift, black and
white, (and red with recent blood) several scorched and many
broken. Cars and other vehicles lie tumbled along these
thoroughfares too. Broken, some of them also, from
multitudinous collisions with the bodies of rising birds which
—all dead now and decaying—are plastered against their
sides, stuck in their mechanical entrails and between the teeth
of their wheels. Feathers drop from the air as well, a thin
drizzle of feathers, an autumn of feathers, always falling.
Black as ink, white as snow, often sheened mysteriously,
mystically blue. Down from the sky that, darkened over now,
and made tomb-like after each invisible day’s end, reveals no
sun, no moon, no single star. The magpie cloud, the blanket,
an opaque dome, shuts everything out. Day is dusk, night an
upside-down abyss. No more golden mornings, no more ruby
settings of the sun.
Sometimes a feeble rain falls too. It is very warm and has a
filthy taste, smelling of chickens and giving off a strange,
sooty, chemical undertone.
There have been great rushings to and fro on the land,
naturally. Flurries of anger and protest, crime and hoarding, as
well as the useless bird-war. Then came escapings—towards

the nearest coast, where the blanket, the dome, stops, and the
fearful ceiling uncannily comes undone. But the road-long
deserted ruins of cars and campers, buses and bikes, provide
evidence of how few made it there. Or if they did, they will
have managed it by other means.
To the majority left inside the trap of Britain, unable to
reach any coast, the idea of that exit point is by now nearly a
myth. Can it be true that the coast, any coast—is clear?
It is true. All coasts are clear, as glass. Just past the
beaches or shingle or stones or rocks or cliffs, the rivermouths, estuaries, bays and sandbanks, the dunes, the spits,
the coves—there, where the surf or the big rollers begin; at
Eastbourne, Great Yarmouth, Whitby, Berwick-upon-Tweed,
at Helmsdale and Melvaig, Aberystwyth, Weston-Super-Mare,
and Plymouth—there—for there “it” finishes. To look up,
there, standing in the fringes of the water, is to see suddenly
the calmness or disturbance of actual sky, clouds, real
weather, light; for there even the night is brilliant again with
its stars and moon, with summer lightning, with distance.
Open heavens. Open, open. And gulls fly over, in a graceful,
ordinary way.
And beyond, out across the shining sky-lit sea, the islands.
All of them are quite unclosed—the Orkneys, the Hebrides,
Wight, and Man stand sheer, like miraculous ghosts, like
platinum pebbles on a horizon of pure glow, and the hem of
Ireland, that too, and the longer strand of France: these are
banks of deep blue smoke under a halo of sun-or-moonshine.

What then of the ones who managed an escape, who sped
away from Britain’s edges in the racing ferries, fishing boats,
speedboats, and yachts? Did they, having reached the shining
other shores, glance back? Surely they did, surely they still do,
for out of Britain now no television picture comes, no
telephone call, no email, no text. Britain, robbed of her masts
of communication, of a sky through which signals can flow,
has grown silent and primitive, secretive and supernatural, as
in the ages of darkness. Nor is she to be penetrated, her
airways shut, her roads and railway-lines negotiable only on
foot, and that with vast difficulty.
And this shutness, this secret, is all that can be seen of her
through the satellite cameras, telescopes, and other lenses
trained on her with flat and weary persistence. Not even the
straining periscopes of nuclear subs, drawn in from the
Atlantic to patrol her shores like voiceless wolves, can
determine anything much beyond her emptied coastline, her
immobile interiors veiled by cobwebs of shadow. She is a
darkling plain.
Except where, now and then, something surfaces through
the dimness like a fleck of flint in dirty water, a tiny black
bubble in poisoned lemonade: a magpie rising, flying straight
up. And then another. And then. And then.
III
The pub looked different by now. And, it went without

saying, the pub was different. In the first weeks the soldiers,
initially in multifarious vehicles, then on foot, brought oil,
matches, lamps, and candles, besides gas canisters to swell the
store at the Duck. Out here, in the “heart of the country,” only
electricity had formerly been available, and the series of chefs
at the Duck always preferred, apparently, to cook with gas.
Lucky. Electricity now, along with the phone, the TV and the
radio, the computer and the World Wide Web, had all become
things of the past, a recent past, but one which already
seemed to have existed some centuries ago. Tap water was
gone too. Reservoirs were polluted with incredible amounts of
feathers, even by dilute disseminated bird crap, which had
descended into them. For while the magpies had, and did,
ascend, their innumerable cast-offs, sometimes including their
slaughtered bodies, fell down.
In certain parts of the woodland you came into a stretch
where branches were thickly coated in feathers instead of
leaves. But the leaves were dying anyway. The woods, the
copses, even the fields, deceived by the constipated yet oddly
defecating sky, believed winter had suddenly returned. Half
the trees were bare, the rest shedding their parched, rusted
foliage. The grass was also turning brown. Not much hope of
grain or cereal, no promise of fruit; nothing really it seemed
could grow.
But for now, some fresh foods persisted. Though the
fridges and freezers had long since surrendered, they did not
eat too badly at the Duck. Fresh meat—rabbit, chicken, beef,

and mutton. (They had been lucky there too; those nearer the
big cities had had their flocks and herds sequestered by the
army early on, before all transportation was understood to be
impractical.) Fish or ordinary low-flying birds might be
contaminated and were off the menu, however. Tomatoes,
salad, even potatoes, all these from hot-houses run off
generators, were available. And certain canned, dry, or
otherwise less perishable goods, brought from Stantham,
currently a two-day trek, aside obviously from any extra time
given to bargaining with, fighting off, or else eluding the
Stantham locals.
They had boiled the water and put it through filters. Now
everyone drank bottled. Alcohol, thank God, George
Anderton thought, came with its own indigenous preservatives
and antiseptics. He had even relearned a liking for warm beer.
Tonight he was sharing a long table with three of the
refugee families now living at the ‘Lavvy,’ the unfinished
estate at Orthurst. They had been en route for the coast when
their cars, spattered with birds, gave up the struggle. Some of
the estate houses were not in too bad condition, floored,
roofed, and insulated, with closeable front doors and glazed
windows. Their lack of electricity and plumbing hardly
mattered either, of course. No one had any.
The refugees were all right, causing little trouble, only
grateful not to be cast out. They had already lost their homes.
And there had been draconian rationing in London and
elsewhere, and plans for some type of peculiar military call-up

of the young that seemed to have no purpose. They took to
Orthurst as the drowning take to solid land. And each
communal evening, the Cart and Plough, like the Duck, did
stunning business—if anyone had charged or paid.
Over by the bar, Amethyst was laughing with one of the
two soldiers who had stayed behind when the rest were forcemarched back to Stantham barracks. The young man leant
forward and kissed her. An entirely normal scene, it took on
instantly a look of utter abnormality.
“What worries me,” said Jeremy from London-and-theLavvy, “is the nuclear power stations. How are they coping
with this? Have they shut down, or are they just . . .”
“. . . leaking radiation,” concluded Liz from Chatham-andthe-Lavvy.
“I’ll tell you one thing,” said Dave, Liz’s partner, “they’ll
have taken bloody good care of the oil-rigs off Scotland. Sea’s
supposed to be clear there, innit. You can bet they’ve got
those rigs well protected.”
“Who’d you mean?” asked Jeremy. “The so-called
government? They’ll have scarpered straight down their
bleeding bunkers. And they couldn’t run anything anyhow.
Couldn’t run a piss-up in a toilet.”
A trio of children watched, wide-eyed. The eldest was only
seven, and Sharron of Reigate-and-the-Lavvy quickly diverted
their attention back to the pandas on the special kids’ napkins
Colly had produced.
“What I miss,” said Sharron’s boyfriend—Rob, George

thought he was called—”is the sport. All had to be stopped,
didn’t it? Motor racing, rugby—even golf!”
Jeremy said in a light, grieving voice, “And that match—
Arsenal versus Brighton—that would have been a cracker.”
Jim was plodding by to the bar. “Want another, anybody?”
They did.
It was handy, George thought, the way these people talked
about this, regularly skimming their terrors, yet also distracting
each other with the pandas of political complaint, food and
drink and company.
He was glad, too, that the smell of oil and kerosene and
the candles, some of which were scented, the smell even of
people now less-washed and over-deodorised in
compensation, helped mask the insidious presence of that
metallic chicken stench that dropped with all else from the
sky. But probably, too, they were all becoming used to it.
Soon they would not even notice.
Outside it was a jet-black abyssal night, the only kind,
finally. But the pub basked in its pre-electric flame-lit
radiance. This was how faces, forms, suddenly moving hands
and glasses might have looked in paintings from the
Renaissance. Similar at least, he corrected himself, for
constructed light was bound to have altered, somehow. You
knew, even in the Victorian era, no oil-lamp had cast quite this
sort of illumination or shadow. Everything changed.
And the pub’s noise, chatter and clatter, and sometimes a
sing-song—were also like that. They stood to replace the

notes of mobiles, recorded music, radio—and still did not
make an elder noise but a modern one, anxiously filling up the
void. Beyond which void loomed the agglomeration of silence
the magpies had created. The magpies that themselves no
longer chattered or called, that made no sound. How silent
then must be the upper skies where they clung or hung.
Dumb and deaf, all questions futile, all answers obsolete.
As Jim put the new bottles on the table, George saw Alice
come in out of the dark.
She paused a moment to speak to Amethyst, who nodded,
while her soldier turned aside to light a roll-up; no one
seemed likely to object to it now.
George could see Alice, too, had changed. She had lost
weight, become oddly fragile and attenuated, her hair seeming
blown about. There was a bruise on her left cheekbone. She
put her hand to it absently. Amethyst was pouring Alice a
glass of wine. No doubt one of the birds had struck her. In the
last weeks that had begun to happen. Before, the birds had
seemed, when rushing upward from the ground or wherever it
was they burst from, to strike only inanimate objects. But
recently several people had some tale of a magpie springing
abruptly past them inches away, the slap of a wing, long
scratch of a claw, minor concussion of round body and
hollow bones. Old Tim claimed to have seen one bird dash
straight upward through the body of a cow that had been
grazing on a slope behind the farm. She had not seemed hurt,
just frightened. But later a bruised and reddened area had

appeared along her ribs. They had decided it best to slaughter
her quickly and then remove the perhaps-contaminated meat
when preparing her for eating. But Tim had always
romanced, embellished facts. Even something like the thing
that now went on might seem worth enhancing to old Tim.
Alice raised the glass and drank. Her eyes connected with
George’s. She seemed about twenty, he thought. An infallibly
revealing illusion. She smiled a nervous little smile, as if she
had never seen him before. But George smiled broadly back
and beckoned, getting to his feet, and Jeremy obligingly
shoved himself and family and their chairs along the table to
make room.
“Oh,” said Alice, very low, “I didn’t, mean to—”
“You’re not. It’s nice to see you, Alice.”
“I’m so sorry I haven’t been up to the cottage—”
“Well. Cleaning the house doesn’t seem so important,
frankly, do you think?”
“I suppose. I don’t know. Todd—” Todd was her husband,
“always wants everything clean. Or until . . .” Alice stopped.
She drained her glass. She glanced at George under her
lashes. Their unexpected meeting had become a liaison of two
spies, but what was the espionage Alice had in mind?
“It’s fine, Alice.”
Jeremy leaned over and refilled her glass. It was the same
red wine, or near enough, and everything was free. She
thanked Jeremy, but he had already turned tactfully away,
leaving the spies to their clandestine conversation in code.

“How are you?” George asked.
This was a fatal, leading question, and he knew it.
She did not answer. Then she softly said, “It’s awful, isn’t
it?”
“Yes, Alice. It’s awful.”
“I’m—scared,” she said.
He saw the oldest child take note and an expression of fear
creep into his face. George smiled broadly again. He said to
her, “Why don’t we go back to the cottage? Talk there. I can
walk you home later. I’ve even got some spare food.”
She too had noticed the child. She brightened, falsely but
giving quite an actorly performance. “That would be—yes,
let’s do that. Why not?”
As they were going out of the door, Colly appeared and
handed George another bottle of wine. “Last of the best
Merlot. Go on. Have a treat. You know, I knew a feller once,
he always wanted a pub. Then he comes into some dosh,
buys the pub, gets it done up, cracking, ace cook, full cellar,
top class guest-rooms. What d’you think he does then?”
George and Alice waited between light and night. A sing-song
had started, “Oliver’s Army” by Elvis Costello. Behind the bar
Amethyst was snogging the soldier. “He locks everyone out,
and keeps the place to himself, just for him, I mean. Nobody
else let in, ever. The Bugle it’s called. Up Camden way. What
do you think of that?”
••••

“This mark on my face—it isn’t anything to do with the
birds. He hit me. Todd. He hit me.”
“Christ. When was this?”
“This morning. He just—did it.”
“Had it happened before?”
“No. Not . . . not really.”
“Where is he now?”
“With Pam Boys. You know, from the shop.”
They stood still in the lane, in the dark, among the alopecia
of the trees, balancing on spent feathers. No car would try to
drive through, not anymore, and footsteps would be clearly
audible. He had turned the torch off because its batteries were
running low. He had had a solar-powered torch, too, but it
went without saying it was unrechargeable.
He had an urge to touch her, hold her, comfort. But
George grasped very well this was not gallantry or outrage—
despite the fact that the image of her bastard husband hitting
her incensed him. No, it was desire, lust. But then. What else
was left? It puzzled George too, the manner in which, above
all else, carnality survived, just as biological hunger and thirst,
and an extraneous liking for the taste and effect of alcohol.
Oh God. The Last bloody Days of Pompeii. Eat, drink, and
be merry before the volcano exploded, or the circus lions
came to tear you limb-from-limb. Just as in the old B movies.
But also, be fair, here at least, where some quiet remained,
courtesy and camaraderie also persisted, a sort of familial
gentleness. Be gentle then.

“I’m so sorry, Alice.”
She came into his arms, there in the near-blind blackness
of the lane. She was beautiful, smooth, and pliant, and her
hair curiously rough and savage. Her mouth was as appetising
as he had believed it would be. When they drew apart, she
shuddered. “Can we get inside the house—I don’t like being
out here in the dark.”
He switched the torch back on.
Not until they reached the gate of Cigarette Cottage did it
occur to him he had not heard, nor even in the ray of the
torch seen, a single magpie. By some fluke they had somehow
missed the ones that must have gone on rising all about, as
they continually rose, as he had even seen them rising at six
this evening. What power sex had, sex, (not love) that drove
out fear.
••••
During the night he went to get a bottle of water
downstairs, and stood at the window looking out into the front
garden. Three foxes grouped there, limned by the light of the
candle. All males, he thought, young, healthy enough, but
huddled on the wild lawn and staring in at him, exactly as he
stared out at them. It was as if they wanted something from
him. He wished he could offer something. But maybe what
they asked for was what everyone wanted: an answer. Their
eyes flamed, all surface, luminous in a spiritless way that
made him think of rabies posters from the 1970s—or of

demons.
Animals had been behaving oddly for days. You did not
notice, then an especially unnatural event made you see, and
so recall other incidents. He had first become aware of it with
a cluster of robins, nine or ten, then almost twenty of them, a
flock almost like that of starlings, flying round and round the
copse, before dazzling off through the dirty dreary daytwilight towards the farm. Robins were generally solitary, just
as foxes were, out of the mating season. But there had been
the cats, too. Each screamed and cried and ran towards you,
or from you, still calling. One he had met in the lane. It had a
magpie feather in its mouth. The cat hurried up and down, up
and down, not dropping the feather, not chewing it, growling
low in its throat. Some animals had simply vanished.
Consensus opinion had it they were hibernating, misled as
were the trees. That—or they had got wise to the idea they
also might be shot for food. The absence of all gray squirrel
activity, squirrels that even in a real mid-winter were often
about, was telling enough. He had not seen or heard any frogs
or pigeons, nor heard a single dog bark or howl for weeks,
either. There were no insects. Even the clothes moths had
gone away.
George turned from the foxes, collected the water, and
went back upstairs.
Alice sat up in the bed, no longer sobbing. She had wept
after they first made love. Then fallen suddenly asleep against
him. Later she woke and told him she had always wanted

him, had fantasies about him. “But you’re better.” So there
had been more sex, rich, brain-flooding orgasm. And then she
had begun to sob again, could not stop. She said, “It isn’t
about him. Sod him. He can fuck off. It’s the rest. It—
reminds me of that Hitchcock film—”
“From the story by Daphne du Maurier?”
“Was it?”
George did not say that the short story had been far
bleaker and more terrible than the film. “But those birds
attacked, didn’t they,” he reminded her instead. “Our magpies
—they just fly upward.”
“Oh,” Alice whispered, “what’s going to happen?” She
knew he could not tell her, beyond the obvious, which was
bad enough.
He said, “It’ll be all right, Alice.”
“Will it?”
“Yes.”
And then she had calmed, knowing, he supposed, (as he
did) that either it would or it would not. Out of their hands.
Better off also therefore out of their minds. Now they drank
the water.
“Can I stay?” she said, like a child.
“Please do stay.”
“I can leave once it gets—once it’s lighter. I don’t want
you to feel—I know you like to be alone.”
“How do you know that?” he inquired, playfully.
“So you can write.”

“That,” he said. He visualised the unfinished story trapped
there on the computer screen, now lost in space. Backing up
had hardly mattered when the whole bloody lot went. He
could have foretold, and printed it. But then, why write stories
while Rome burned.
“Do you remember the PM talking, just before Radio 4
went off the air?” she surprised him by saying.
“I didn’t listen. He gets—got on my tits, frankly.”
“But that night he was so good, he was . . . It brought out
the best in him.”
They laughed, bitterly. Then lay down to sleep, back-toback. How long since he had felt that sumptuous comfort,
female flesh against his? And for how much longer? Till the
muffled sun rose behind the black and white sky? Until the
food and bottled water were all gone? Tears ran also from his
eyes. He cried then quietly, not to wake her. The pillow
soaked them up, his tears, as eternity soaked up all such
flimsy things, weeping, blood, the shells of beasts and men.
In sleep he felt rather than heard a vague amorphous
rumbling. Thunder? Some storm created by the choking of
the stratos—or a phantom train perhaps, once more enabled
to run all those miles off in Stantham. Asleep, he did not care.
He was dreaming of Lydia, faithless after all as Alice, (or
Todd), Lydia in that hotel in Paris, thirteen years ago.
••••
In the moments before daybreak, or what now passed for

it, George’s dreams altered into a perfectly coherent
recollection of researching magpie legends, which he had
done about nine days before. The book was an old one,
something he had picked up in London in the 1990s. A writer
never knew, he had always maintained, what might or not
ultimately be useful.
Birds of Ill-Omen and Evil Luck. This had been the
heading. But at the end of the section came a concluding
paragraph, with the sub-heading: Exonerating the Magpie:
The Magpie is often badly thought of, as reputedly it
refused to don full (black) mourning at the death of Christ.
However, this would seem to be a misunderstanding of the
story. In an older version, the Magpie donned half
mourning, it is true, to show respect for Christ’s suffering
and death. But the bird’s snow-white feathers were intended
to indicate that life continues after death, and that indeed
Christ Himself would rise physically from His tomb. Why
else does the Magpie remain with the Zodiac sign of Virgo,
the Virgin, which connects directly with the Virgin Mary, the
Mother of Christ? At least, apparently, Jesus and Mary were
sure that the Magpie was both innocent of all blame, and a
witness to the Great Truth. And for that reason the Virgin
herself added to his elegant attire the extraordinary sheen of
blue, (Mary’s own sacred colour), which is to be seen most
evidently on his wings.
••••

Almost morning, technically; it is about twenty minutes
short of five o’clock. The sky has a colourless darkness but is
strangely faded at a point near the zenith. Gradually this
thinning of an upper canopy begins to fill with muffled,
dulled, but undeniable light.
In the woods birds do not sing. Then a shrill chorus, not
song but warning, surges up, fragments, and ends.
From the copse across the lane no bird rises. No magpie
rises. All about nothing stirs. Silence is concrete now. Stone.
To scan from horizon to horizon is to fail to detect any
movement. Not an animal slinks or runs along the earth, let
alone takes wing in the lower element of the sky.
No magpie rises.
No magpie rises.
Since 8:00 p.m. yesterday evening, as surprisingly only a
very few have noted, nowhere on the landmass of Britain has
a single magpie risen to fly straight upward. Or in any
direction.
Above, just east of the zenith, the hole, for so it is,
continues dully to grow lighter. Perhaps too it perceptibly
widens, just a very little.
Then, to the north, another dim vague thinning seems to
be taking place, another occult lightening appears to be
wearing through.
Over the fields, miles up it seems, and in some other
dimension, a loud indescribable crack bellows through the air.
A splintering line scribbled in silvery radioactive ink careers

across the masked dawn-dusk of the heavens.
A kind of storm, cloudshift and whirlwind, discourages
darkness. The episodes of lights brilliantly flash now, knifelike. Then, the sky—is falling.
It is falling everywhere. Far off, near, immediately
overhead.
It falls in masonry blocks which, as they descend, drop
apart in chunks and waterfalls and tidal waves, and all is
blundering and spinning downward. Bodies. The corpses of
dead birds. A million million, a trillion trillion. Lifeless and
almost weightless yet, in this unthinkable and unavoidable
mass, a weight of unguessable and incorrigible proportions.
The air resounds to a type of steely scream. Whether
voiced or only a by-product of the avian deluge, it swamps
and pierces all and everything.
Death begins to slam against the earth.
The prelude impacts are awesome enough.
Before vision becomes only a mosaic, like scenes from an
ancient and damaged film, it is feasible to see whole boughs
snapped off from trees, on buildings a slide and tumble of
slates and chimneys and TV aerials, satellite dishes, shattering
and scattered—smashing with the white-black downpour of
death to the ground below.
From the church in the village the clock is silent as its
automatic hands approach ten to five, yet the bell in the
tower, if barely audible, clangs dolefully. Part of the church
roof has been riven open and, cascading by, the dead are

striking the bell.
But now the next phase of impact is arriving. To this the
prelude was nothing. In the woods the young trees reel, are
toppling. Hedgerows and fences crumple and disappear. From
the little pool huge gouts of water are displaced—who would
have thought it could hold so much?
Whole roofs buckle now. Joists give way. Windows
collapse. In the village street shop-fronts disintegrate one after
the other as if bombed. The pavement and road are piled
high, the gardens. At the half-built estate all the building is
coming undone. Something is on fire at the farm, smoke
curdling upwards, but blotted away almost at once as the rain
of the dead pours on—the main road is hidden. Even the
stranded cars are covered over. Fields, tracks, hills, landscape
—all now under this thick white-black snow . . .
Through the cacophony of rushing, the whine and shrill of
the great lost scream, no individual sound is to be deciphered.
The cottage on the lane is piled high, high as its roof, as if
with discoloured sandbags. The pub is only a mound, a sort
of heap of unclean washing, featureless and silent, a mashed
tree lying against it.
The magpies fall. The ultimate gush of the volcano. They
drop and strike and crush and break and are broken. They
cover and they bury everything. They load the world like
bandaging, like grave-wrappings. And still they are falling.
The heads of distant oak trees—drowned. Eradicated.
And the stench, the thunder that seems never likely to end,

tempest, tsunami, eruption. Poor things. Poor things. It is 5:00
a.m. The church clock does not chime, even if anyone could
hear it.
High, high above the fall, from the widening, shining
chasms in the darkness, light foams clear as clean water. And
in the east the sun has risen, is visibly rising, like the pitiless
eye of Man Himself.
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Before Edan Westmisley faxed his summons to my agent,
my only legitimate (as in you could see my face) claim to
semi-demi-fame was the Steppe Syster’s “Love Victim” video
where I licked the tattoo of the chest of their lead guitarist,
Cody Towers.
Yeah, that was me. Not that anyone makes the connection
between the big-hair, tits-swaying-in-a-bikini-top, thongbottomed retro pre-AIDS bimboid slithering up the paintdrizzled riser towards Cody’s semi-desirable, love-handled

bare torso, tongue out and lashing against candy-apple lips,
just before he notices me, slings his Stratocaster behind his
pimply back and hoists me up by the armpits, so I can
lovingly slurp off his licorice-icing tattoo (painted on over his
Dermablend-smeared real phoenix-in-flames tattoo by a
bandanna-covered bald-pated tattoo artist) in slo-mo close up,
and what I am now, thanks to Edan Westmisly and his oncein-a-career offer—
—the offer he didn’t share with my agent, or with anyone
employed in his hidden/not hidden studio; the offer which
held out the promise of me becoming something far more
spectacular and memorable than just a tattoo-devouring
bimbo . . .
••••
“Thaaat’s riiight, kiddo, Edan Westsmisley, Gran’ Poo-basupremo at Genuis Productons, as in get your mini-skirted
bum down to his office, pronto—”
It wasn’t unusual for my agent, Gerhard Berbary, to speak
in italics, but for him to even come close to swearing (he was
Canadian, which made “bum” synonymous with “ass” or
worse), something much bigger than just another metal video
shoot or frontal nude body-doubling part was at stake here,
especially as far as Gerhard’s cut was concerned. And at this
point in my “career,” considering how few videos, walk-ons
and tit-’n’-ass inset shots he’d been able to round up for me, I
knew that he would’ve sold my corpse for morgue gape shots

if it would’ve netted him a commission . . .
Not that being dead could’ve made me feel any less
uneasy than Gerhard’s wake-up call about Westmisley
wanting me to come to his studio early that afternoon; while I
didn’t consider myself an “insider” when it came to the music
scene, I did have subscriptions to Billboard, Variety, Rolling
Stone and Spin . . . and with all my free time, especially after
the “Love Victim” shoot, I’d had the opportunity to learn
more than I actually cared to about Mr. Westmisly, formerly
of the sixties Fluxus movement (a well-to-do group of what
Gerhard dubbed “art-farts” which included Yoko Ono and her
bare-buttocks-in-a-row film, really classy shit like that), and
currently sole owner, stockholder, president, and producer-inresidence at Genius Productions Ltd., a record company that
produced hard-core industrial, techno, alternative, and speed
metal acts (like Steppe Syster), almost none of which ever
charted higher than 150 on the Billboard Album Chart, but
which were killers on the college charts—all the more ironic
because Westmisley had supposedly (if the unauthorized bios
reviewed in Rolling Stone could be believed) been all-butbodily-thrown out of every university in Europe and on the
East Coast, for a little more than simply flunking out or
missing dorm curfew—
(—as in things even pay-to-say journalists like Kitty Kelly
were afraid to reveal after one unauthorized bio writer turned
up belly-bloated on the Nantucket shoreline after interviewing
some ex-Vassar co-ed in her nursing home bed . . . the bed

she’d been confined to after dating soon-to-be-ex-Harvard
alumni Westmisley—
—one of the same universities he’d later endow with trifles
like libraries, gymnasiums and radio stations during the early
eighties, after he’d finished the last round of chemo-andradiation for his near-fatal bout with skin cancer.
He’d contracted said skin cancer during a two-year roundthe-world junket in his favorite yacht in the mid-seventies,
when he was on his collecting binge . . . and he’d sped home
across two oceans with close to a dozen countries breathing
down his burnt-to-jerky neck, threatening legal action for
whatever illegal/endangered baubles he’d “bought” . . .)
And now Edan Westmisley wanted me to drive to his
office, for a reason even my agent didn’t know—I asked
Gerhard twice, “You mean to meet with him, like face-toface?” and both times, his answer was the same . . . and as
maddeningly vague:
“You want me to read you his fax? Here it is: ‘Gerhard,
please send your client from the Steppe Syster “Love Victim”
shoot to my office for a private meeting, noon today.’ Hear
that dear heart? The man said ‘Please’ . . .”
“He didn’t mention me by name,” I’d countered both
times, as the phone cord wrapped itself around my wrist like a
curly python, but Gerhard was adamant—I was his only client
to appear in a Steppe Syster video.
“But Ger, Westmisley only produces records, as in
musicians . . . his people handle videos, he just oversees what

they come up with.” As I pleaded with him, I squeezed the
receiver anxiously, my skin crawling under the remembered
pressure of Westmisley’s smoke-glass-shielded eyes.
••••
I suppose people who saw the “Love Victim” video
assumed that my tattoo-slurping cameo was morphed, but that
wasn’t “Edan’s style.” Or so said Kenny, the director, while
everyone waited for Mr. Bandanna to finish embellishing
Cody’s chest as he stretched out like a fallen Christ on the
drum riser, bitching about how much the black paint-thin
icing tickled as the glumly sweating tattoo guy spent an hour
of studio time painting faux needlework between Cody’s
nipples. There was only so much butt-wiggling for Kenny to
do in that hour, so eventually he confided, “Great Scarface’s
into sensation, albeit visually simulated sensations . . . he can’t
feel a damn thing anymore.” Kenny whispered in his
irresistible Capote-esque drawl, glancing towards the rear of
the studio, past the terminator of on-set lights, between every
word. After the third or fourth glance, I looked back towards
what he was staring at . . . Edan Westmisley, or some of him.
He was a featureless, dark slice of shadow against the murky
studio shadows, with only the plump, convex ovals of his
sunglass lenses reflecting the arc-light glare.
“Looks like road-kill before it’s run over,” I whispered in
Kenny’s hoop-lobed ear; he whispered in my thrice-pierced
ear, “Oh no, Edan’s not road-kill . . . he’s an immobile,

hulking beast that smashes and twists grillwork, before
sending your car into the fucking ditch,” just as the
suspended-in-darkness lenses drifted away to the clup-clup of
his retreating lizard-skin boots. Once Kenny seemed sure that
he was out of range in the huge studio, he added, “I’ve
developed ‘shoulder eyes’ while working for him . . . all Edan
has to do is stare at me, and my skin writhes . . . like getting a
sunburn while staying dead-fish-white.”
I thought Kenny was just blissfully melodramatic, but once
Bandanna-Guy was finished and Kenny started flat-clapping
his hands, begging for “Qui-et” as he cued the lights and the
assistant director set the electronic clapboard, I heard that
steady, rhythmic clup-clup echoing in the far reaches of the
studio, a staccato wooden-heeled counterpoint to the fuzzedout tape the band was syncing to . . . and while I could barely
see those disembodied shimmering discs of reflected light
hovering behind Kenny’s muscular, T-shirted back, they
began to bore down on my exposed skin, the way light rays
exert a trace of real weight—an unseen, yet measurable
pressure. If Kenny endured “shoulder eyes,” I endured “body
eyes” . . . and by the time I snake-slithered up that riser and
tiny splinters dug into my exposed midriff, my skin felt as if it
were being smothered, each pore screaming for air, and once
Cody’s sweating, calloused hands hoisted me up for my
tattoo-tonguing close-up—Kenny barked orders at the
Steady-cam operator, but his voice seemed filtered, as if
unable to penetrate Edan’s suffocating stare—I forgot

Kenny’s directions about keeping my eyes open, and began
furiously lapping and slurping up bitter black icing, not caring
where or how furiously I licked, until Cody jerked back,
yelping, “Hey! Watch the nipple ring, wouldja?” after my left
incisor snagged the gold ring jutting out from his raisin-like
nipple, and Kenny soothed, “Go with it, Codeee, make it
work for you,” but all the while I couldn’t shake that handfirm pressure all over me, as if Westmisley’s eyes were doing
a King Kong on my Fay Wray skin, so I wound up licking
Cody’s Adam’s apple before Kenny burbled, “Cut! Perfect . . . it’s a wrap. Hon . . . Honey, time to get up—”
Only, I didn’t want to get up, not with Edan still there,
behind Kenny, I stayed on my knees until Cody hoisted me up
by the armpits, roughly, and whispered, “Get lost, wouldja?”
then stalked off to his dressing room, whining to Kenny, “She
almost yanked my ring out, man.” I still couldn’t open my
eyes, thugh, until Kenny shot back, “Just as long as it wasn’t
in your dick . . . not that that’s big enough to pierce,” and
under those playfully drawled words, I heard the ever-moredistant clup-clup of Edan’s boot heels, as he left the studio.
“Don’t mind that pimpled twit, dear, he’ll never stop you
from working,” Kenny began as I opened my eyes, as if it was
Cody I was so obviously scared of; not wanting to spoil
Kenny’ fantasy about Edan being hung up on him, I just
smiled, nodded, and took the hand-down he offered me,
before stepping off that riser and out of the studio, into the
fading-but-real touch of sunlight on my oxygen-starved flesh.

••••
“—listen, kiddo, do I question Edan Westmisley and still
expect to make any more deals in this charming burg? If he
faxed me a request that I personally swab out his private
vomitorium with my tongue, I’d glaaadly do so—am I
speaking English to you, or am I jabbering in fucking Greek?”
Privately replying, “No, Gerhard, you’d gladly do him if
he’d stoop to dropping his pants for a third-rate wanna-belike you,” I mumbled, “English, Ger,” before asking (even as
my brain protested), “When did he want me there?”
“Noon . . . do you realize that any other of my clients
would already be at Westmisley’s as I speak, doing the kneedance under his desk in gratitude? And swallowing every
damn drop? If he hadn’t of asked for you in particular, I’d
have called one of my other clients . . . what’s the matter, you
scared of the stories about him?”
Even though he had no way of seeing me, I shook my
head of would-be-video-queen big-hair No; crazy producer
stories were as commonplace as urban legends—didn’t Tina
Turner once see Phil Spector pick up an apple core coated
with cigarette ash out of a tray and eat it? The quirks and
foibles of producers were the stuff of Rolling Stone’s
“Random Notes” column, weren’t they? But the underground
‘zines, the grungy hand-Xeroxed jobbies sold at the bigger
book stores, they had the real, fresh dirt on No-Eyes
Westmisley: the overlord attitude with his engineers; the

sudden, blackball firings; the kinky stuff his ex-lovers only
hinted at; the way he circumvented customs with whatever
fetishes or artifacts he’d glommed on to during that cancercausing last jaunt of his; and how he’d beaten said cancer by
going to Third World doctors who’d try anything, from
whatever source, to heal what should never be healed . . . yet,
despite all the weirdness he’d indulged in from the sixties on
(long past the time when his fellow Fluxus members went
respectable—like when Yoko made huggy-kissy with
McCartney at the Rock-and-Roll Hall of Fame induction),
Edan Westmisley was the original Teflon Dude, and never
mind Ronbo Reagan.
No union could touch him. No woman—no matter what
bed or cell or worse she occupied—could blackmail him.
Whether it was out of fear, or because he was so wellinsulated (old money rich, from a peerage in England), no one
knew for sure, save for knowing that Edan Westmisley was
about as close to a god as a man could be and still need to
shake his dick after pissing (or so Kenny advised me during a
chance meeting outside of Spago).
Yet, as powerful as Westmisley was, he’d said “Please” to
the cut-rate agent of a would-be actress . . . someone who
couldn’t do a tattoo-licking shot without almost removing a
guy’s nipple ring the hard way.
To get a “Please” from Westmisley was far rarer than gobs
of manna dripping on the Walk of Fame . . . a courtesy he
wasn’t obliged to give to anyone, for anything. But as

Gerhard gave me directions to Westmisley’s office-cumstudio, I wondered just what sort of price-tag—be it actual or
something less tangible—was attached to that unexpected
show of civility . . .
Now, I realize that Edan’s adding “Please” to that fax had
nothing to do with politeness or any normal human civility,
but was perhaps meant only to forestall suspicion.
••••
Genius Productions Ltd. was located out in the Hills, or
almost past them, to be exact; to this day, I can’t find the spot
on any map. But then again, since I’ve never driven near the
place again, let’s just say it’s Out There. Anyhow, if you were
to drive past it unknowingly, you’d never realize that you’d
just whizzed past the entire complex—not that the building
was hidden by trees or by a fence (Edan detested the obvious,
in all things). It was just that the place was so unassuming that
it barely registered. Oyster-white stucco exterior, minimal
smoke-tinted windows, three squat stories, flat tile roof,
superbly earthquake-proof in that there was nothing to break
off (and reinforced from within by double-strength I-beams,
as Edan proudly informed me), with only a bizarre metal
sculpture adorning the brownish stubble of grass directly in
front of the entrance to indicate that it wasn’t a warehouse or
sweat-shop garment factory.
Yet, the sculpture itself was the key to both the identity of
the building and the mentality of the man who designed and

built it; from every angle but one, it resembled randomly
staked Christian and Coptic crosses, of varying heights and
widths, fanned out in a crescent shape across the lawn. But
once a car was almost past the entire building, if you
happened to look just so in the rearview mirror, the
assemblage would suddenly meld together into a concave,
seemingly smooth unbroken surface—save for the open
spaces which read in reverse, since it was meant to be read in
a mirror):
GENIUS PRODUCTIONS LTD.
It was so perfectly executed it was chilling, even if a
motorist noticed the solid version of the sculpture (including
the squared-off words), it only remained solid-looking long
enough to barely register the words before dissolving into a
scattering of haphazard steel as soon as the car sped forward.
But I didn’t feel privileged to have caught on to Edan’s
single-glimpse-only sign, as I backed my Escort up and then
drove into the nearly-empty parking lot to the east of the
building; the selectiveness inherent in the design of that
sculpture/sign galled me, perhaps because it gave no
concession to unavoidable, human things like an eyelash
getting in one’s eye, or someone blinking at that exact second,
or something going wrong with the car, or with traffic.
Happen to miss that fraction of a second of the sign’s
wholeness, and a person might spend hours combing the
freeway, searching for the elusive edifice just passed.

But the true pre-eminence of Edan Westmisley was waiting
to be revealed to me; the double-paned smoked doors in front
of the building were operated by a sensor, like those in a
store, so that in itself didn’t spook me . . . but the lack of
anyone—security guards, receptionists, cleaning men with big
sloppy galvanized metal buckets, wanna-be recording artists
hoping to get past the non-existent receptionists—I mean
—anyone, inside that stucco, steel, and glass edifice did get to
me. In a major way . . .
All I saw was a quarter mile of empty hallway, carpeted in
the sort of plushy beige carpeting that mats down if you
sneeze at it, extending in a straight line from where I stood to
the back of the building. Which culminated in another door,
this one industrial-steel-with-pneumatic-hinges (the
emergency-only type usually seen in the rear of by-thehighway chain stores), and surmounted by a red-lit “EXIT”
sign.
“You’re quite cold, yaw’know, just standing there.”
The voice was without a definable source, just simply
there. But I was clued-in enough to realize that it was
Westmisley’s languid, English-accented upper-class-twit voice
(I’d seen that MTV interview Kurt Loder did with him just
before he’d gone on that ill-advised yacht voyage and brought
home a little more than a hold-full of illegal goodies), and
nervy enough not to want him to realize how badly he’d
frightened me, so I drew myself up to my full five-nine plus
heels, smiled my toothiest should’ve-been-a-model smile, and

forced myself to purr (didn’t Gerhard tell me how lucky I was
to be here?), “And I don’t like being cold—”
“Start moving and you’ll begin to warm up—” At least the
disembodied voice had a slight hint of warmth in it by then.
When he stopped speaking, he began humming, a tuneless,
one-note drone that allowed me to figure out that he’d planted
speakers in the walls, ceiling, even under the carpeting . . .
which made me feel as if I was walking down his throat. As I
walked, casually swinging my arms with each step (even
though I would’ve rather hugged myself by then, purely for
the security of it) down that diffusely-lit hallway—recessed
fluorescents that cast less than forty watts per fixture—I
noticed there were doors set into the cream-colored Lucite
walls; the pin-thin outlines were unmistakable . . . as was the
lack of knobs.
Twenty steps down that runner of carpeting.
“Warmer.”
Ten more steps, slowing down near each door outline.
“Much warmer—”
Glance up, but still no cameras visible. Maybe in the
fixtures!
“Waaarrrmmmah—” The humming became a throaty
growl.
Two steps forward. Then one back. There. Just like with
the statue outside, I didn’t see the unadorned embossed
lettering over the one doorway until I’d almost passed by:

“Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes”—Virgil
I might’ve been only a model-without-portfolio, an ass-orboobs-for-hire body-double for straight-to-video flicks whose
sole claim to semi-fame came during the increasingly
infrequent airings of the “Love Victim” video, but I didn’t
consider myself an uneducated bimbo, no matter what
Gerhard thought. I’d finished high school, top third of my
class, and had done a year-and-a-half of college, too. I
couldn’t read Greek, but I’d heard of Virgil—not that I was
ready to let Westmisley know that much about me yet.
“Verrry waaarm—” I moved a foot sideways, to the right.
“Hot—” The door slid open before me, gliding into the
wall with a muted schwoosh of Lucite rubbing Lucite.
Beyond me was yet more unmatted plush carpet, culminating
in another blank cream wall. Smartass bastard. I trotted up to
the unopened pocket door so fast Westmisley barely had time
to blurt out “Boiling!” as the door opened, and I strode
through the newly-revealed opening—
—into what looked, felt, and even smelled like a pit, like a
droppings-piled bat cave, or some ransacked ancient tomb still
swirling with the dust of disturbed mummified remains . . .
the contrast between creamy-bright nothingness and prodigal
fullness finally smashed the last shards of my pseudo-hip L.A.
woman veneer; I stopped so abruptly I almost fell forward on
to the swirling arabesques of his Persian/Oriental carpet from
the built-up momentum.

As I steadied myself, I became aware of—
—Eyes. Everywhere around me. Square-and-triangle
Kachina doll eyes, tight-lidded slits in the faces of African
fertility figurines whose bodies were little more than knee-tochin engorged vaginal lips. Glass and plastic orbs set in the
nappy heads of mounted game animals, more than a few of
them from extinct or endangered species. Pin-prick gargoyle
eyes, unblinking in their stony intensity. Wrinkled, fine-lashed
lids drawn tight over the sunken orbs of several shrunken
heads which hung by frazzled, beaded topknots. Blanc
concave pupil-less eyes in chipped Grecian and roman
statuary fragments. Frosting-bright sockets in Mexican sugar
skulls. And peep-holes set in the gold and silver irises of the
rows of gold and platinum records which formed dividing
lines between the shelved antiquities and oddities covering the
walls of Westmisley’s office.
And reigning supreme in that silent, frozen freak show was
Edan Westmisley himself, his purple-wattled, burst-capillary
red-and-mottled-grayish-tan full moon of a face suspended
over a bridge of semi-clawed, torturously-linked fingers under
his ill-defined chin, his eyes protected with those oval smoky
glasses, his carefully-brushed and dry-sprayed graying hair (a
wig, perhaps?) a glowing nimbus over his ruined features . . .
but despite the almost heavenly way his neatly side-parted hair
seemed lit from within, the effect wasn’t angelic in the least.
His immaculate gray Italian silk suit, starched-till-it-shone
white shirt, and burnished pewter-tone tie didn’t register on

my consciousness until a few disoriented seconds had passed
(I did know his boots were lizard skin, as Kenny had
claimed); precious seconds during which he was able to
survey and . . . catalog me with those near-hidden, impartial,
appraising eyes of his. As if I was yet another item he could
buy, then mount on those cluttered walls of his . . .
That much I realized when he smiled; not a friendly, gladto-meet-ya smile, but a stiff rictus of those purple-tinged lips,
which parted to reveal a fence-like double row of white, flatsurfaced teeth . . . seeing that pseudo-smile, I knew that
whatever words came through those bloated lips, past those
hard-edged, perfect teeth, wouldn’t convey one iota of
whatever a jaded, world-weary man like Westmisley might still
be capable of feeling, if, indeed, he felt anything for anyone
at all.
I think I smiled in reply; I don’t recall much besides him
pointing out a chair, and me easing into its spongy depths,
unable to speak . . . unable to think, actually. Drumming his
blunt-tipped, crescent-clawed fingers (each ridged nail
perfectly manicured, save for the tip of the left forefinger,
which was missing above the last joint) on top of his empty,
black-wood-surfaced desk, Westmisley said without preamble:
“Lovely . . . how you licked away that buffoon’s tattoo . . .
I could almost hear the uppermost layers of flesh parting from
his chest . . . an exquisitely painful moment, especially the
way the chap winced until his eyes fairly watered—”
“I snagged his nipple ring with my incisor,” I blurted out,

my face flushing at the memory. “Kenny said he’d edit it out,
but—”
“But he didn’t . . . I assume you can figure out why.”
There was no question mark punctuating his voice, as if
positing that I should know such a thing. Directly behind his
left shoulder, a particularly rabid-looking Indonesian carved
mask leered at me until I felt incredibly exposed, vulnerable,
and found myself babbling, “Not really . . . Cody seemed to
be so piss-upset about it, I just figured Kenny would edit it
out—”
“As he intended to do, until I told him not to. That flash of
pain in the guitarist’s eyes was precisely what I wanted. The
object, as it were, of the entire tattoo-removing scene. The act
leading up to it was only a means to a most specific end . . .
after all,” he added, his Twit-of-the-Year tone growing softer,
yet darker, with each carefully enunciated syllable, “I could
have had that sequence morphed in less than half the time it
took that tattoo artiste to embellish that blubbery fool’s
epidermis with frosting, and probably at a comparable
expense. The resulting faux tattoo, and you as well, were
fungible . . . all I ever had in mind was seeing that unfeigned
twinge of agony in the chap’s eyes, accompanied by an
unrehearsed grimace of pain about the lips. Nothing more
than what might’ve been accomplished by a swift, clean thrust
to the uncapped groin . . . but via a more aesthetic route. A
small tidbit for the visually jaded.”
His short speech finished, Westmisley laced bent fingers

into a fleshy shield before his lower chest and stared at me
until I could almost make out his eyes behind the infernally
reflecting lenses . . . slow-blinking, turtle-wattled eyes, small
shiny balls set in a webbing of crinkled, oddly shiny skin.
Those eyes were so unnaturally bland, so removed from pain
or any sort of inner suffering, I wondered if they were
cosmetic contact lenses, perhaps to cover sun-induced
discoloration or disease; no one who had gone through such
indisputably painful treatments for cancer should’ve possessed
such calm, untroubled eyes.
Oh, I’d heard of people with no threshold of pain, who
never felt so much as a headache, but that was a rare
condition; what could the odds have been of such a rich,
worldly man also being blessed with freedom from external or
internal agony? Yet, for him to intentionally inflict pain on
another—
“But it was an accident . . . I didn’t mean to hurt him,” I
countered, as I shifted around in the chair, trying to assume a
more upright position, but the chair (a modernistic, nubbysurfaced marshmallow perched on a stem-like base) seemed
to have no internal framework . . . just layer upon layer of
spongy softness, with no hard core to pull myself up on. So
there I sat, legs slightly splayed, arms loosely akimbo, head
just barely supported by the high back of the stupid seat, yet
still trying to hang on to whatever dignity I possessed.
“All the better for the desired effect . . . why do you think
I told Kenny to hire a woman to devour Cody’s tattoo? All the

members of the group were similarly embellished, some with
more pleasing designs . . . but only he sported pierced nipples.
And the nipple is such a sensitive area of the anatomy . . .
much more so than the earlobe, don’t yew think?” He stared
at my ears, with their trio of studs per lobe, and I reflexively
pawed my hair over my ears before replying, “Yeah . . . I
don’t know how anyone could have that done—”
“Getting your ears pierced didn’t hurt?” Behind those
shining lenses, something flickered for a second in his pale
eyes, something eager, hungry—
“No—wait, I mean, yeah, it hurt, y’know, but it wasn’t a
major thing . . . not enough to stop me from having more
holes put in, but an earlobe isn’t a nipple—”
“No, no, it isn’t,” he agreed, in a surprisingly regretfulsounding tone. Then shifting his voice from wistfulness to its
former briskness, he went on, “You probably realize I didn’t
ask you here to discuss body piercing and tattoo-removal . . .
listen carefully to this, would you?” Nearly smiling for real, he
unlaced his fingers and reached over to his left, where he
pressed a slightly-recessed portion of the desk-top. A few
seconds of hissing static followed, the sound coming out of
every wall as well as the ceiling; white noise amplified and
captured on ferrous oxide, then came this almost-familiar
looped sample, its tune nearly buried in industrial drum-beats
and fuzzed-out electric techno synths, with additional layers
of reverb and redubs—
“Is that the intro to Fleetwood Mac’s ‘Tusk’?” I ventured

timidly, having decided that Westmisley got off on whatever
information he could glom on to from people; in reply, he said
softly, “Lukewarm . . . it’s the drum-line from ‘Goody-Two
Shoes,’ Adam Ant’s solo effort—but wait—” With his right,
whole index finger, he motioned for me to lean forward.
Despite the squishiness of the chair, I leaned—
—and a fraction of a second later, this . . . voice cut
through the beat, redubs, and reverb; just a single sustained
note that somehow grew stronger, louder and needier by the
minute. When it seemed that no set of lungs could power a
note for that long, that energetic a period of time, the voice
swooped down to a shivery whisper, droning on and on in a
rhythmic, chant-keen-prowl melody without actual words . . .
definitely not house, not quite speed metal caterwauling, nor
thrash, and certainly not a grunge growl, but whatever this . . .
sound was, it was definitely hard-core. And miles beyond any
alternative music I’d heard before . . .
More like . . . elemental. Pre-primitive, but with a hybrid
industrial/thrash/techno back-beat swooping in and around
every flutter and trill of that incredible, inexhaustible set of
pipes.
And as I listened, I felt myself wanting, needing to move,
to just free whatever it was that made me alive in my body, to
shake flesh and bones and pulsing blood to that impossibly
fast over 140 beats per minute melody . . . I can’t remember
getting up, but a couple of minutes into the song, I was up
and dancing around the cluttered, musty-aired room, my

limbs jerking from places deep within me, my head rolling
sinuously on my neck, my eyes almost but not quite closed, as
if I’d just dropped a cocktail of smart drugs, or E—
—but when I found myself face-to-face with one of them,
it was like a switch had been shut off in my brain, leaving me
frozen in unblinking place before the wall opposite
Westmisley’s ebony desk.
I was virtually eye-to-eye with a trio of the most gawdawful ugly . . . constructions I’d ever seen anywhere, be I
sober or stoned, and as I gazed at their oddly slick and slightly
moist-looking surfaces, I wondered how their owner could
bear to look at them while sitting serenely behind his desk,
especially since their lidless eyes were all but locked on his
shielded ones.
They were about twenty-some inches tall, like baby dolls,
only no kid would’ve taken one of those things to bed with
her. Big bald heads, the skulls ivory-pale with nary a hint of
hair stubble, just filmy-thin shiny flesh, with gelid glassy eyes
set into the sockets and open jaws filled with glistening oversized ivory teeth. No hint of flesh on the exposed arms, just
finely-carved bones attached to each other with some sinewylooking waxy amber threads. The rest of the bodies were
wrapped in quasi-mummy-style linen bandages, culminating
in a blunted point where the feet should’ve been. Repulsive as
they were, I couldn’t stop staring at them; whoever fashioned
these images did an ingenious job of waxing or varnishing
or . . . wetting the surfaces to make everything glisten in a

not-sunny-but-it-should-be manner, so that the skulls and
their pencil-thin arm bones shone like they were resting under
clear, clean water instead of being exposed to the drying,
polluted L.A. air.
Just then, the song died away, culminating in a fevered,
intense whisper before the final triumphant whoop, and I was
able to speak once more, now that the song had released my
body and mouth.
“Wha . . . what are those things?”
“What do you think they might be?” That same cold toying
voice I’d heard upon entering the building. Not wishing to be
suckered in again by the sheer power of his ability to possess
things, to manipulate that which was just beyond his reach, I
concentrated on the middle figure, taking in the gelid yet hazy
tan-irised eyes, and began, “Uhm . . . representations of dead
people—”
“Warm,” he conceded.
“Or . . . life after death, like spirits?” After the intense
work-out I’d just experienced, I still had trouble organizing
my thoughts.
“Waaarmer . . . “
“Really old spirits,” I ventured, to which he replied in a
terse whisper, “Hot . . . they’re Kakodiamones. Ancient
Greek for evil spirits. Very rare representations . . . I acquired
them three years ago or so—”
Without needing for him to explain further, I realized he
was talking about his final yacht voyage; within months of

returning home he’d haunted every cancer clinic in the world,
trying to halt the fast-spreading, disfigurinig melanomas which
threatened to all but rot the flesh off his carcass—the indy
‘zines and even Loder on MTV attributed it to too much time
spent lounging in equatorial and Mediterranean sunlight and
not enough time spent smearing on sunblock. As my gaze
cautiously roamed his corrugated flesh, while I tried to appear
as if I were maintaining polite eye contact, I was struck by the
irony of such a powerful, old-money dude not bothering to
shell out a few bucks for a case of SPF thirty-two sunscreen,
but then again, if what I’d read in those same indy rags was
true, parts of his body which didn’t show in polite company
were still . . . viable, according to those ex-mistresses who
were willing or able to say anything at all about him.
After taking in every ridge, wattle, and unexpected contour
of his face, I realized that the subject of his repulsive, spitshined figurines might hit too close to home, make him
uncomfortable (or possibly invoke his legendary, quirky
temper), so I took a conversational side-step and asked, “Isn’t
that inscription over your outer door Greek too?” in an overconfident voice which made me cringe in retrospect, for
Westmisley’s puce-mottled shining lips jerked into a chilly
smile. “Just warmish, if that. Actually, it’s from the Latin . . .
Virgil was a Roman, after all. It means, “I fear the Greeks
even when they offer gifts.”
Glancing back at the stiff trio, I remarked, “Considering
what they look like, no wonder Virgil said—”

The puckered skin of his lips twisted into a full moue as he
answered in a slightly peevish tone, “I’m certain that Virgil
wasn’t referring to Katharine, Kerenze, and Kristine here—”
Noting my puzzled expression, he elaborated with a crépelidded wink. “I’ve found the best way of dealing with the
unknown and the frightening is trivialization, condescending
pet names, inappropriately silly—”
“‘Silly,’” I found myself echoing with a dumb nod of my
head, until Westmisley’s expression shifted from indulgent to
irritated, then, with a flick of his clawed hand, he indicated
the concealed tape deck in his desk-top and asked, “Well,
what do you think of this?”
Giving Westmisley my most sincere would-be model smile,
I began slowly, while making my way back to that impossibly
pneumatic chair, “The singer . . . god, she’s fabulous. Just
incredible . . .” Then, remembering that Westmisley had
actually composed music, back in his Fluxus art-fart days, I
backtracked, “. . . I mean the music itself was fantastic, but
that voice . . . to sing like that, she must’ve been operatrained, like Pat Benatar, or Linda—”
At that, Westmisley again pursed his lips into a crooked
moue, as if I’d insulted his newest musical acquisition in an
unknown way, so I quickly added, while trying to lean
forward, “But she blows them away, no contest. I’d love to
see the reaction of the first rave crowd who hears her—”
It was then, for just a fraction of a second, that he let
down his guard—or at least allowed whatever it was that he

was thinking or feeling to change his expression; no sooner
had I uttered those last words than his features softened, as
his eyes (through the tinted lenses) grew wistful, their surfaces
sheened with unmistakable moisture, and, for a moment, he
once again resembled the fairly-good-looking-in-a-snootyBritish-fop-way producer he’d been before the low-hanging
Mediterranean sun made his skin go supernova. It was like
this song, this singer, meant so incredibly much to him; the
pride he felt at that moment was all but palpable—
—and, watching his ruined features melt with inner
warmth, something went slightly soft and vulnerable in me;
looking back on it, I can only describe what happened to me
as being like that . . . momentum thing which occurs when
you lift up one of those hanging steel balls and let it strike the
rest of the balls suspended from that rack of five or six balls,
when the moment of impact causes the last ball in line to fly
free of its fellow balls. You’d think the last ball in line moved
in sympathy with the first ball, rather than it being a
controlled, impersonal reaction. His changed expression was
that first ball. And my feelings were free-flying far from
reality when my eyes registered those shifting features . . .
There was a beat of silence as I let my voice trail off, then,
while I still flew high and loose, words tumbled out of my
mouth.
“I’ve been to a few raves, but nothing they played matched
this . . . it’s . . . it’s like you tapped into her, and put all of her
there is on to a master tape . . . it’s life, in a song. Something

that sweeps you into it and doesn’t let go until it’s done with
you—”
Cutting off my stream of babble with one slicing motion of
his curved right hand, Westmisley leaned forward ever so
slightly, and asked softly, his voice teasing in its insouciance,
“What do you suppose she looks like, while singing?” Then,
as if sensing that I’d need prompting in order to answer him,
he thumbed on the tape player, albeit at a lower volume. I
concentrated as I listened, letting my mind paint an image to
match the voice before I spoke again.
“Wild . . . jerking like Janis Joplin, not holding back at
all . . . sweating, she’s dripping . . . hair’s all spiked where
she’s run her hands through it as she sings . . . I see her
dripping with chains, little rings digging into her skin between
them . . . if she’s wearing anything, it’s mostly ripped off from
all her flailing around . . . ribcage is heaving, the hollow of
her throat is fluttering . . . she’s just sweating and gleaming
there—”
The silence which followed that wordless melody was
painfully loud and echoing in my ears. I slumped back against
the billowing padding of my chair, eyes half closed, and
finished, more to myself than to him, “—then she just
collapses in a shiny heap, panting softly. That’s . . . that’s
what I see when I hear her . . .”
“I suppose that’s one way of picturing her,” Westmisley
reflected in a tone which somehow suggested that his mental
image was far, far different from mine—but also one he was

disinclined to share.
Before I could ponder his words (as I’ve done so, so many
times since), he smiled again, then added, “How would you
like to . . . act out what you’ve just described to me?”
That time, I needed no time to reflect on his words—or
their implicit meaning. I’d been knocking around L.A. and the
fringes of the music scene long enough to recognize his pitch
for what it was, as my mind scolded me What else did you
think he’d want from you? Did you think you had any talent
he could exploit?
He was talking C & C Music Factory, Black Box, even
Milli Vanilli time. As if I was some hick bitch who’d just
stepped off the Greyhound from Bible-Belt, USA in search of
instant fame-’n’-fortune.
“I won’t lip synch,” I said tersely, remembering all the
negative press those video body-doubles had accumulated so
quickly—and so permanently. I was about to get up and leave
when Edan replied softly, his voice almost seductive in its
faux warmth, “But I know what you do do . . . you wait in an
overpriced, undersized apartment, waiting for your barely-inthe-loop agent to come through with yet another crotch shot
or back-of-the-stage-only video shoot. Between each evermore-infrequent gig, you wait. Growing a little older, a little
less firm, a little less ‘in’ and a lot more desperate. I’ve
checked your . . . résumé. You’ve tumbled from B-flick
body-doubling to Euro-market crotch-grinds for U.S. madefor-TV films. And despite what our sweet friend Kenny

assured you, that nipple-sore guitar god has spread the word
about that wicked incisor of yours—”
“But it was what you had in mind when—you used me—”
“Shouldn’t one use what is bought? And if so, isn’t reusing it up to the owner, too?”
I stood up, ready to head for that Open Sesame door . . .
knowing that what waited for me beyond that endless, empty
plush-floored hallway was just as barren—and without any
potential surprises lurking behind those paper-cut-edged
doors. I knew I was meat . . . which meant being devoured or
left to rot. I sat down again, biting my lips to keep quiet, while
Westmisley purred, “Thought you’d agree . . . now, how
limber are you? I expect more than a mere mouthing . . . my
divas dance,” he added with a spittle-flying burst of emphasis
that made this slab of meat begin squirming on the plate, as if
I’d been cut into steak but not yet placed on the sizzling grill
—
Trying to remember if Genius Productions Ltd.’s client
roster boasted any other high-profile diva types, I decided to
buy mental sorting-out time by asking, in an off-hand tone,
“Poor thing . . . she must be terribly fat, or homely, for you to
go through all this trouble . . . I’ve seen how the press eats
performers alive when word gets out about them doubling for
a singer . . . but with a voice like hers, could she really be that
bad-looking?”
Once the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them,
for surely I didn’t have enough clout to get away with a taunt

like that with someone as hideous-looking as Edan
Westmisley . . . but his reaction proved to be far more
frightening than an unleashed flood of curses or show of
temper could’ve been—
—he simply leaned back in his chair, laced his talon-like
fingers behind the back of his had-to-be-wigged head . . . and
began laughing, a deep, bubbling-from-his-toes chuckle that
soon brought pearl-like tears to his shielded eyes and exposed
both rows of teeth back to the first molars. He rode his swivel
chair like a bronco, while the laughter erupted from his
heaving chest, as if he were mentally replaying Monty
Python’s “Killing Joke” skit, prior to him keeling over in a
spent heap of ruined flesh—then he simultaneously stopped
rocking back and forth and placed his tight-skinned curved
hands on the desk before him, while regarding me with a sly,
I-know-something-you-don’t smile.
“How bad do you suppose she looks?”
Like you, prick, my mind raged, while I forced my lips to
smile prettily before replying tentatively, as if this were simply
another mind-game, “Oh, overweight, no tan . . . couchpotato city—”
“Brrr . . . cold, cold, cold,” he teased in a voice that
carried no hint of humor, while his eyes danced and glittered
behind the dark convex glass.
Remembering some article in Spin mentioning that the
only artists signed to his label were bands, all-male bands—
(my divas dance)

—I shrugged my shoulders and tried, “Stringy hair and
skin like the inside of an English muffin,” not caring how he’d
react; true, he may’ve just been referring to divas in general
before, but that “my” was far too possessive to be
figurative . . .
“Hmmm . . . warmish, but not very.” He still half-smiled.
Glancing at his wall-ensconced trophies for inspiration, I
ventured, “Bug-eyed, or cross-eyed?” while staring at that
Indonesian mask, and was rewarded with “Warmer . . .”
Wishing that this guy was into harmless quirks like
chomping down on ash-breaded apple cores, I laced my
fingers in front of my waist before suggesting, “Too
skinny . . . like she’d make Kate Moss look like a blimp?”
“Uuummm, warm—”
Mentally tallying my “warm” score, I formed a mindpicture that looked teasingly familiar . . . even if it was too
impossibly ugly to be seriously considered. He has to be
playing another Genius mind-game . . . like that sign
outside. I’m just seeing pieces . . . all I have to do is step
back a few paces to get it—
Shifting slightly in that pillow-like chair, I looked around at
walls that stared back at me, and asked, “Is it true that this
studio is called “Genius” in honor of your I.Q. score when
you were a boy in England? I’ve read that in a couple of
articles—”
“Which means more than one person has bollixed it up,
doesn’t it?” Westmisley’s smile was a lop-sided smirk,

underscoring the peevishness of his voice, as he went on, “It’s
yet another reference to the Romans, like Virgil . . . they
believed that just as each woman had her Juno, so a man had
his Genius. A spirit which gives each person his or her being,
a sort of guardian angel, protecting them throughout their
lives. Although sometimes said protection is very limited
indeed,” Edan mused, as his stub of a finger caressed one
cratered cheek, “forcing the person to seek out other forms of
protection.”
“You’re really into ancient cultures, aren’t you,” I asked as
brightly and wide-eyed-video-queenly as possible, hoping that
he’d dropped the “warmer” game for good. I thought that if I
could pull his attention back to himself, to his all-consuming
needs, he’d forget that I’d been gauche enough to ask why my
services would be needed by him . . . especially after he’d
taken such pains to remind me exactly why I couldn’t turn
down his offer . . .
But I’d forgotten that meat shouldn’t think or hope at all.
“‘Into ancient cultures,’” he echoed softly, each syllable
eating into the room’s silence like a drop of acid, leaning
forward slightly and adding in that same stinging, biting
whisper, “All of us, me, you, that spotty lout with the edible
body ornament, my lovely friend Kenneth, every man-jack of
us, is the result of ancient culture. Nothing’s new, nothing. No
artwork, no song, no work of literature . . . nothing at all.
Different configurations, that’s all. Took me a long time to
realize that, starting in the sixties, back when all my co-

conspirators in artistic challenge were trying to set this bloody
sphere of water and mud on its arse. Only then, I was content
to haul out what was very old and try to pass it off as new by
changing bits of it around. Music as art form, or some selfdeluding rot like that.
“But I wasn’t any more profound than Yoko was with her
bare bum—which included my vertical smile, by the way,
before I broke free of the whole Fluxus movement. No one
realized how far back I’d been digging for my work . . .
probably because I didn’t go back far enough. Nothing I’d
done was old enough to be new. Which was so frustrating.
The kind of frustrating one needs to get out of one’s system in
any way, any form . . . When I couldn’t do what I needed to
do, I switched gears, went the ‘those-who-can’t-do-teach’
route, only for musicians, ‘can’t do’ becomes ‘can
produce’ . . .
“That gave me credibility, additional power . . . as if I
really needed more,” he added, with an icy-toothed grin.
“Yet I never got over my love of what was old, what was
exotic simply because it was old enough to be forgotten. Quite
an addiction, actually a bigger rush than the usual hands-on
power games I’d played since I was in short pants . . . and if
one can do that ferreting into the forgotten times, forgotten
places, all on one’s lonesome, quite unlike a curly-headed tot,
that rush can be intoxicating. Better than dropping ecstasy or
listening to derivative house-techno-thrash gibberish,” he
admitted with a self-deprecating wave of his hands.

“Although this last time around, I quite outdid myself . . . I
certainly outstayed my welcome in the Mediterranean, at least
as far as that curly-haired, cherubic former tot was
concerned . . . But,” he confided with a wink in my tooconfused-to-react direction, “the fact that my personal Genius
chose that time to go on temporary holiday was outweighed
by what I brought back with me—aside from my obvious
‘gift’ from Apollo, of course . . . you do realize that Apollo
was the Greek sun god, no?”
“I’m not dumb,” I whispered. “I’ve been to college—”
“So have I, so have . . . tons of them. I suppose it was
what I learned there that put me in this fix—” again he tapped
his lopped-off finger against his flesh, producing a drum-like
leathery thonk that turned my stomach and guts to mush—”all
those tales Thomas Bullfinch and Edith Hamilton translated
from the Greek . . . all those marvelous creatures with
unbelievable, fantastic attributes. What I wouldn’t have given
to have heard the melody of Pan’s pipes, or the song of the
Sirens luring sailors to their doom—can you imagine how
captivating, how alluring, their voices must’ve been for men
to risk all, forsake all, just to continue listening to that deadly
melody under that lethal sun? And think, not one of them
lived long enough to find out what sort of throat produced
such bewitching arias, alas—”
Unsuccessfully trying to sit upright in that adipositysquishy chair, I flicked a strand of hair out of my eyes and
said, “But none of them died . . . the Sirens were just a myth,

like the Cyclops and the witch who turned men into pigs and
dogs, so nobody missed—”
All he did was smile at that, but the genuine nature of that
smile, the eye-crinkling completeness of it, shut me up faster
than a back-handed smack across the lips.
And think, not a one of them lived long enough—
My agent wasn’t the only man in L.A. who literally spoke
in italics . . . but Edan was no closet-queen, like Gerhard, or
sweet, gentlemanly Kenny. Westmisley used his verbal italics
most sparingly . . . most pointedly—
And as he continued to smile at me, his vaguely reptilian
flesh merrily crinkled around those dancing eyes (my divas
dance), I felt that burning pressure on my exposed back and
shoulders, as if a steady gaze was being aimed my way, only
Kenny’s appellation “shoulder eyes” didn’t cut it at all—what
I felt was more like “shoulder daggers”—
Hundreds of painted, carved and inlaid eyes watched me
impassively as I gracelessly clawed my way out of that cupped
fleshy palm of a chair, dropping unceremoniously to my knees
before I was able to regain my footing and make for that
closed pocket door, my hands extended before me like those
of the newly-blind, as I tried to walk while peering through
cast-down lids and capri-shell lashes, so as not to see those
shiny-raw things Edan had so playfully named after collecting
them—if, indeed, he’d merely obtained them at all—but just
before Westmisley obligingly opened that sealed Lucite door,
and it shwicked aside in a rush of sterile, unscented displaced

air, I heard his soft, soft whisper behind me.
“Much waaarmer . . .”
••••
Edan Westmisley’s latest diva, capriciously dubbed “Cereen,” made her first and last appearance at a rave held in an
abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of Santa Monica a few
weeks later. And while the cops blamed what happened on
some bad “E” which was passed out that evening and early
morning, the fact that all the people who died were men more
than told me what had really gone down. From what those
who survived had to say to Spin and Circus, or (at much
greater length, and in gorier detail) to the tabloids, Edan had
actually listened to me that afternoon, in as far as what I’d
said about what the singer looked like. Whoever the lipsyncher was, she’d been far more desperate than I was—
word was she was pierced in places no sane person should
allow themselves to be pierced, and that her black spiked hair
resembled bits of wire shoved in her scalp. Nobody
mentioned how well she moved; after she opened her mouth
behind the headset microphone, things like writhing and being
limber didn’t matter at all. But what went down in that strobelit warehouse didn’t derail Westmisley’s latest diva; he merely
sidestepped the issue by using that voice as an un-credited
sound-bite on other Genius records . . . which is probably
what he meant to do all along. Or what he should’ve done, if
he hadn’t been consumed by his twisted need for revenge,

after his own flesh went nova . . . the price paid for living
through what no man before him had survived.
The press almost found him out after one dance-mix
engineer decided to isolate the voice from the rest of a bootleg
tape made during the Santa Monica rave, but when his wife
found him dead in his home studio, word was she only played
so much of the tape before setting fire to it, and the studio
itself.
Even that episode did nothing to stop Edan from blowing
his own horn one last time . . . Just as he’d predicted, I was
sitting in my over-priced, too-small apartment, watching my
expanding waistline in my hall closet mirror and not really
caring one iota about my increasing girth, when the Express
Mail package came. There wasn’t much in it, just a cassette,
some photos in a plain manila envelope, and a self-taped
video. No note, no last verbal jab . . . although once I heard
that naked, raw voice on the tape, torn free of the lulling,
masking over-dubbed music, and thumbed the eight-by-ten
inch black-and-white photos out of the envelope, I couldn’t
bring myself to watch whatever it was he’d videotaped, for I
knew I wasn’t nearly insane enough to live with myself after
watching it. The way Edan was, or had become after his last
voyage in the land of the Sirens. And before he’d turned the
tables on them in memory of every other man they’d
managed to kill.
I’ve since burned the photos, but removing the images
from my mind isn’t as easy as licking off a tattoo the hard

way. He’d kept them as they originally were for a time, long
enough to photograph them. Aside from being small, delicate,
they were more or less human looking. Before he flayed
them, taping their voices as he did so. But only above the
waist; after they finally died, and were preserved with
whatever it was he used to render them glassy-hard above, it
was obvious from the lone shot of the unwrapped one that
he’d taken pains to keep the flesh of the legs and what was
between them soft enough to keep enjoying, perhaps in honor
of those who’d died before being able to enjoy them.
After all, word was that the skin cancer didn’t ruin all of
his skin . . .
But, despite my own flabby body and my descent into
crotch shots, despite all that Westmisley did to ruin me, I’ve
never needed or wanted to personally verify that rumor . . .
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NOVELLA EXCERPT

Samhain Publishing Presents:
Linden Manor
(novella excerpt)
Catherine Cavendish

Please enjoy the following excerpt of the novella “Linden Manor” by
Catherine Cavendish, which appears in the new gothic horror anthology
What Waits in the Shadows, coming this month from Samhain Publishing:
Enter if you dare, four worlds of chilling Gothic horror. Feel the oppressive
heat on a plantation in the Old South, where the spirits of the dead do not
rest easy. Smell the salt air in a dilapidated coastal restaurant on the
Chesapeake Bay, a restaurant with a very deadly past. Explore a British
manor house, but remember, what you find may have been looking for you.
Hear the pounding surf beyond the stone walls of a looming castle that
shouldn’t even exist. But regardless of the setting, no matter what you may
think you hear or see, the truly terrifying thing is . . . WHAT WAITS IN THE
SHADOWS.

“Come in, my dear. Welcome to Linden Manor.” My new
acquaintance led me through her impressive hallway.
Portraits painted in oils adorned the oak-paneled walls, and
all gazed down their aristocratic noses at me. I felt like a
servant who had dared to come in through the front door.
Didn’t I know my place? I should have been downstairs in the
bowels of this great house, hands deep in soapy water,

scrubbing dishes.
Isobel Warrender’s heels clattered across the immaculate
black- and white-tiled floor. She moved with an agility far
younger than her apparent age, as she swept past the imposing
central staircase, into a room at the opposite end from the
doorway.
“Let’s sit in the drawing room. I always find it so much
more cozy than the other rooms downstairs. I suppose it’s
because it gets the sun more.”
I smiled and nodded at her, while I took in the sumptuous
surroundings. More portraits showed a variety of fashions
from the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries.
One dominated them all, a massive picture that hung over the
stone fireplace. A young, pretty girl, dressed in twenties
flapper style, smiled across the room, and I noticed the
mantelpiece was devoid of any cards from the Queen.
“That picture’s caught your eye, I see. Can you see the
likeness? I expect not.” My hostess smiled and attempted to
ape the pose in the portrait. It took a second, but then I saw it,
in her eyes and the upturn of her lips.
I pointed at the picture. “That’s you.”
She giggled and clapped her hands like a child. “Oh, I’m
so glad you recognized me. It would have been simply awful
if there was nothing of her left!”
Mrs. Warrender indicated a comfortable-looking Victorian
chair positioned to the right of the fireplace. “Now, you sit
there. That’s right. And I’ll sit here.” She sat carefully, legs

together, in the same pose as Princess Diana in those famous
photos at the Taj Mahal. There, any resemblance between the
two ended. Where Diana had looked alone and vulnerable,
this lady was vibrant and in command.
“I shall ring for some tea. Would you prefer Indian, China,
or Earl Grey?”
As an inveterate coffee drinker, I hadn’t a clue about tea,
but thought it would be rude to request my favorite drink.
“I’m happy with whatever you prefer,” I said. Her smile
indicated I had given the right answer.
She reached up and pressed a button. Somewhere in the
far recesses of the house I heard a bell ring. A couple of
minutes later, the door opened and a gray-haired woman of
around sixty entered. She was wearing a black dress and a
pristine white apron. For a moment, I thought I had stepped
onto the set of Downton Abbey.
“Ah, there you are, Beryl. We should like to take tea now.
Earl Grey. And some of your delicious cake, if you please.”
“Yes, madam.”
Beryl hadn’t so much as glanced in my direction and now
she had gone again. I wondered why she hadn’t answered the
door to me. Maybe her mistress had known she was hard at
work baking her “delicious cake” and shouldn’t be disturbed.
“Now then, Mrs. Carpenter—”
“Please call me Lesley.”
Mrs. Warrender nodded but didn’t reciprocate. I would
continue using her formal title.

“It’s that little nursery rhyme, ‘The Scottish Bride,’ that’s
brought you here today, isn’t it?”
“Yes. My great-grandmother used to sing it to me when I
was very small. My mother thought it was far too gruesome
for a three-year-old, but Great-Granny had a wicked gleam in
her eye.”
Mrs. Warrender laughed, as if remembering something
hilarious. “Oh I remember Millie Hart. Of course, that was
before she was married. We had such larks together.
Goodness me, the scavenger hunts we went on. We always
had one on the longest day—the summer solstice. We had to
find a silly collection of things and bring them up to the
ancient stone circle on the grounds of this house. I always
partnered Millie because she was so resourceful. She could
charm anyone into giving us anything we wanted. Even the
local police constable lent her his truncheon once. He got into
such trouble for it when we lost it!”
“Did he ever get it back?” I asked.
Isobel clasped her hands in her lap. “Oh, I expect so. It
would have turned up somewhere, I’m sure.” She glanced
quickly over to her right. I followed her line of sight, which
led me to the far end of the room and the portrait of a young
and handsome man.
The door opened and Beryl entered with a silver tray.
“Ah, splendid, tea has arrived.”
Beryl laid the heavy tray down on an occasional table to
her mistress’s right.

“Would you like me to pour, madam?”
“No, that’s fine, thank you, Beryl. I’ll manage from here.”
“Will your guest be staying for dinner?”
“Oh, I really don’t know. Will you, my dear? I believe
we’re having roast pork today, apple sauce, stuffing, all the
trimmings.”
It sounded delicious, but who cooks a roast joint for one
person? I hesitated, anxious not to overstay my welcome, but
then, she had invited me and it had been an age since I had
enjoyed a good roast dinner.
“If you’re sure it’s not too much trouble, I should be
delighted,” I said.
“Good. That’s settled then. There will be two for dinner,
Beryl.”
“Very good, madam, I shall see to it.”
She left and I’d still not exchanged one glance with her.
Did she resent my presence there? Hard to tell, as I had never
seen a more bland, expressionless face in my life.
“Beryl is an excellent cook. She’s been with me for years
and I don’t know what I’d do without her.”
Mrs. Warrender poured the fragrant tea into the cups using
a tea strainer. Evidently tea bags weren’t allowed in this
house. She handed me a cup.
“Cake?”
I accepted and bit into the lightest Victorian sponge cake I
had ever tasted. It practically melted in my mouth.
“Now, before we start, my dear, I must tell you that we

have a long tradition here, dating as far back as anyone can
remember. We always dress for dinner.”
“Oh, I . . .” I looked down at my black jeans and summer
top. Smart enough for daywear, but hardly something I would
have worn formally.
“It’s quite all right, my dear. Later, Beryl will show you
upstairs. You’ll find something suitable up there, I have no
doubt of it. And I understand vintage is all the rage now.”
I smiled and wondered just which vintage her wardrobe
was from. For now, though, we had other things to discuss. I
took out my notebook and pen from my bag and began, “I
understand ‘The Scottish Bride’ refers to a young woman
who was brought here to marry into the family, but I don’t
know anything else and I wondered if you could fill in any of
the gaps. Was there something wrong with her? A mysterious
death, perhaps?”
Isobel Warrender smiled. “Back in the 1780s, my ancestors
lived in the house immediately before this one. The eldest son
was a rather beautiful young man called John Fitzmichael.
Our family has always been unusual in that the house passes
through the female line, and back then, the heiress was John’s
younger sister, Hermione. She was quite a flighty piece,
although, once she grew up, she learned to do the right
thing.” She paused and stared into space, as if a thought, or
some recollection that disturbed her, had flashed through her
mind. I didn’t feel I knew her well enough to question her
about it, so I waited.

Eventually, she shook her head. “No matter. John had
returned from doing the Grand Tour. He’d brought all sorts of
treasures back from his travels; some of which are still in this
house, which is a miracle in itself. But the one treasure he had
not been able to bring back was a young Scottish girl he had
met called Celia McEwan. Her father was a rich Scottish laird
who owned vast amounts of sheep and land in the Highlands.
I don’t know if you’ve heard of the Clearances?”
“When the wealthy Scottish landowners forcibly evicted
their tenant farmers so they could farm more sheep?”
“In a nutshell, yes. It caused untold misery and hardship
and Lord Robert McEwan was one of the most notorious.
That man was blackhearted.”
A chill breeze swept by me. I looked to see if Mrs.
Warrender had felt it too, but her expression remained the
same as she continued with her story.
“Lord McEwan had big plans for his daughter. He
expected her to make a brilliant marriage with another wealthy
Scottish family, but three failed attempts later, she remained
unwed. By now, she was twenty-one and people were
beginning to wonder what was wrong with her. Doors were
starting to close on possible suitors. That’s when John
Fitzmichael requested her hand and, to his surprise, McEwan
readily agreed. Of course, my ancestor lived to regret it, from
the moment they exchanged their vows.”
“What did she do?”
Mrs. Warrender seemed about to continue when

something distracted her. Again, she looked to her right. This
time, I had to ask.
“Is there something about that portrait? You keep staring at
it. Who is it?”
I stood and started to make my way toward it. This time, a
sudden, violent chill nearly knocked me off my feet with its
suddenness and power.
“What the—” I just stopped myself from issuing an
expletive, “—I mean, what was that?”
“What, my dear?” She appeared unconcerned, even a little
vague.
“The draft. Didn’t you feel it? It shot right through me, as
if someone had opened a door in a howling gale.”
“No, I didn’t feel anything. I expect you’re just a little tired
from your journey.” She rang the bell again.
I didn’t like to tell her I wasn’t in the least tired—especially
given the shock I had just experienced. I wanted to find out
more about this Celia McEwan, and about the portrait that
drew so much of Mrs. Warrender’s attention.
The door opened and Beryl entered.
“Beryl, will you take Mrs. Carpenter up to the red
bedroom? She’s quite tired after her journey and would like a
little nap. Then, perhaps, you could draw her a bath and lay
something suitable out for her to wear at dinner.”
“Yes, madam.” Beryl motioned me to follow her—the first
time she had acknowledged my presence with a look, let alone
a gesture.

I was reluctant to follow, but had no wish to offend. As I
did so, I wasn’t sure if I imagined the briefest exchange of
looks between her and her mistress.
••••
The bedroom lived up to its adjective. The thick velvet
drapes, hangings on the four-poster bed and even the carpet
were red. Not vivid, more of a subtle deep shade, the fabric
interwoven with a leafy design in gold thread.
Beryl said nothing, turned down the eiderdown and made
her way over to the massive walnut double wardrobe. She
opened it and I saw a long row of dresses, each covered in a
clear protective garment bag. She moved hanger after hanger
until she came across one that met with her approval. She
extracted it and draped it over her arm, where it was soon
accompanied by two more. Once finished, she had no choice
but to speak to me.
“I’m sure these will be to your satisfaction, madam. I
believe you will find them a good fit.”
She left and I stared at the sumptuous gowns, now laid out
on the bed for my inspection. A full-length cheval mirror
stood next to the dressing table and I held first one dress and
then the next up against me.
Out of the three, one captured my imagination. Peacock
blue, the top seemed to be some kind of silk chiffon, heavily
embroidered in a pattern of linden leaves, with tiny blue-black
beads. The main body of the dress was in soft, shimmering

blue silk, its drop waist accented by a broad sewn-in belt. The
effect was lavish, extravagant, and the dress looked as if it had
just been purchased and never worn. I also discovered it could
have been made for me, as I slipped it on and paraded in front
of the mirror.
Only my feet and hair looked wrong. My smart flat shoes
were fine for what I had worn today, but this dress demanded
fancy shoes or strappy sandals.
I searched the wardrobe floor and was rewarded with a
selection of shoeboxes. Each revealed brand-new, or barely
worn, soft-leather shoes, mostly with old-fashioned twenties
heels. After examining half a dozen pairs, I came across some
that could have been bought to wear just with that dress. They
were a midnight-blue, soft fabric, with glittering diamanté
buckles. My feet slipped into them like Cinderella trying on
the glass slipper.
Back in front of the mirror, I clasped my long, dark hair
behind me. If I had hairgrips, I could twist it into a knot at the
back.
The dressing table was laid with a glass tray containing an
arrangement of pots. As I lifted each lid, they were all empty.
Except one. In that, I found hairpins and, after a few failed
attempts, my hair decided to do as I wished and remain up. I
stepped back and appraised myself full length.
A soft knock sounded at the door. Beryl had come to run
my bath. I registered her look of wide-eyed surprise as she
saw me already dressed.

“I didn’t need a nap, so I thought I would dress now,” I
said.
Beryl clasped her hands in front of her and her mouth set
in a thin, disapproving line.
“Very well, madam.”
“Thank you, Beryl.”
She left. I had the impression I had broken some rule of
hers by not taking my prescribed nap or requiring her to draw
my bath. I sighed and put the finishing touches to my
appearance. A quick touch-up of makeup from my bag and,
with the exception of bare legs (fortunately recently shaved), I
looked presentable enough for anyone’s dining table.
I looked at my watch. Six-thirty. With no idea when dinner
was served, and an aroma of roasting pork wafting up from
downstairs, I decided to make my way downstairs.
I grabbed my bag and strolled down the dark, carpeted
hallway to the wide, sweeping staircase. I touched the
banister. Pain shot up my arm, as if the wood were electrified.
I cried out. Snatched my hand away.
Isobel appeared at the doorway of the drawing room. One
glance at me, and a strange look passed over her face.
“Whatever happened?”
“I don’t know. I feel as if I’ve had an electric shock, but I
know that’s impossible.”
“Come down and Beryl will get you a glass of sherry. I’m
afraid dinner isn’t served until eight o’clock, but you are
welcome to rest in the drawing room. I shall be going to my

room for an hour or so.”
I assumed that meant we would resume our discussion of
Celia McEwan over dinner, so I happily accepted her offer,
and the tingling, burning sensation in my right arm gradually
faded.
••••
Sherry in hand, and left alone, now was my opportunity to
examine the portrait that seemed to capture Isobel so much.
He would have been handsome in any era, but this man was
dressed as a late eighteenth-century nobleman. His dark hair
and long sideburns reminded me of the Scottish poet Robert
Burns, but this man had an almost hypnotic quality about his
clear brown eyes. He was posed with his head facing to his
right, a slight smile playing around his lips, and his white
cravat was immaculately wrapped and tied around his neck. I
looked for an inscription and found it on the gilt frame—John
Fitzmichael 1755-1789. So this must have been painted
toward the end of his life, cut tragically short somehow in his
thirty-fourth year.
The late afternoon sun cast bright rays through the tall
windows. I moved around the room and gazed out over the
courtyard, where my car windows glinted in the sunlight. I
looked beyond, down the avenue of trees.
A shadow darted across from one side to another, so fast I
couldn’t make it out. A bird perhaps? A crow or raven?
Except this shadow didn’t fly. It had no wings. I was sure of

that. This shadow had run across the avenue. Cold fear
gripped my stomach.
I shook my head. It had to be a trick of the light—shadows
cast by the light filtering through the branches. I waited for
something, anything, so I could make sense of it.
Murmuring, like a gentle breeze through summer leaves,
fluffed my hair. A hand touched my shoulder, featherlight and
cool. I closed my eyes.
“Run and hide . . . run and hide . . .”
I spun around. The room was empty, so who had touched
me? Who had spoken?
Something on the floor caught my attention. I bent to pick
it up. A tiny fragment of lace. I turned it over in my hand.
Where had it come from? I was sure it wasn’t there a few
minutes earlier. And why was one corner of it scorched? Part
of the rhyme came into my head:
Don’t turn your head,
Lest it be said,
You saw the lace,
On her blackened face.
I shuddered and dropped the lace. A second later, I
couldn’t see it anywhere.
Leave that house. Yes, that’s what I should have done. But
I told myself how ridiculous I was being. If I left now, it
would be rude to my hostess, who had done everything to
make me welcome. And I could kiss my dissertation goodbye.

I could never count on her cooperation if I ran out on her.
No, I was being foolish and my imagination had gone into
overdrive. I would stay, enjoy a delicious dinner, change back
into my street clothes and leave, armed with the rest of the
information I needed about the mysterious and sinister
Scottish bride.
I should have trusted my instincts. But I didn’t.
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Artist Spotlight: Five Women Artists Who Are
Destroying Horror Art
Galen Dara
I love artists. They are the best kind of people. I highly
recommend you take any opportunity you can to find yourself
in a room full of them (preferably when they happen to have
sketchbooks in hand). When I was asked if I could find a few
amazing women to do the artwork for the Women Destroy
Horror! issue of Nightmare Magazine, I happened to be
attending the Illustration Masters Class. I looked up from my
laptop, glanced around the studio I was working in, and
immediately emailed back “Why yes, I think I can.” Directly
across from me were Carly Janine Mazur, Reiko Murakami,
and Sam Guay, all hard at work on incredible (and rather
creepy) paintings. On a visit to this year’s Spectrum
Fantastical Art Live event, I just randomly happened to bump
into Shelby Nichols at the bar and was immediately taken with
her colorful self and her portfolio of deliciously dark
drawings. I haven’t yet had a chance to meet Stacy Ngyuen
face-to-face, but we both had art in the first issue of
Lackington’s and I fell in love with her stunning graphic style;
I knew that her artistic interpretation would be a fantastic
edition to the lineup.
Here’s a brief question and answer session with these
amazing artists. I hope you get the opportunity to get to know

them even better—expect big things from this bunch!
What led you to working as an illustrator in the
speculative fiction field?
Sam Guay: I wanted to be able to share the stories and
images dancing around my head, and I found illustration to be
the means by which I was able to do that.
Carly Janine Mazur: I grew up with comics, cartoons,
and most important, video games. Fortunately for me, my
older brother and I got along very well and shared the same
interests. We both were able to foster each other’s creative
endeavors and immerse ourselves in fantasy worlds via video
games and tabletop gaming. I remember when Magic: The
Gathering came out in the early 90s and my little kid mind
was blown away by the artwork on the cards, and at that
instant I knew I wanted to be an artist!
Reiko Murakami: Drawing is my natural habit. I went to
art school for animation and film, then I got into the video
game industry and I worked on 3d modeling, character
animation, and visual effects, but concept art and digital
painting feel the best fit for me. I still work in the video game
art field, and recently, especially after taking the IMC [the
Illustrations Masters Class], I would like to be involved more
in the illustration and publishing. IMC opened up my mind
that there are a lot of things I can learn and get better as an
artist outside my current career.

Stacy Nguyen: It was by happy accident and cronyism.
Prior, I mostly illustrated editorial content in newspapers and
for marketing/branding stuff. My good friend LiAnn Yim is
co-editor of the awesome spec fiction journal, The Golden
Key, which has a guest illustrator every issue. She randomly
asked me if I wanted to illustrate an issue one night. I love
working with LiAnn so I said yes. Then did it. And through
that experience made a lot of cool new friends and contacts,
illustrated a few more things, made some more new friends
like you, Galen. And here we are. So that’s what got the ball
rolling.
Shelby Nichols: Even as a young child, I’ve enjoyed
hearing and telling stories. I would spin wild yarns after
school, and my mom always used to call me Spielberg.
Speculative fiction has a particular lure in that it’s so
imaginative. You get to peek into other worlds that people
have made and live alternate lives. It makes me feel like I’ve
lived a thousand times within the pages of my books, and I get
a lot of inspiration from fantastical stories.
What do you like about the horror genre specifically?
Guay: I enjoy the uncertainty and fragility that comes with
facing our fears. Stories that are haunting and uncanny while
remaining believable are my favorite of the horror genre.
Mazur: What I love about horror is how subtle it can be.
Although I do love my fair share of slasher movies, my

favorite horror is psychological, the stuff that digs down deep
and is so close to home that it leaves you with this ill feeling in
the pit of your stomach. Of my work the best compliment I
have ever gotten was how beautiful, but deeply disconcerting
it is. That’s where my passion lies.
Murakami: I like how it’s visually flexible. I enjoy being
expressive and letting my imagination go crazy sometimes.
Nguyen: That it’s gross and dark. Also that it’s largely
about what’s unseen—fear—which is an interesting
conundrum when illustrating, because when we draw stuff,
we are making something that is seen, like literally. So there’s
a fun puzzle in figuring out ways to convey emotions like fear
and disgust and horror without like, drawing it outright and
pointing an arrow to it and going, “Yo, she’s super scared.
Right here.” Horror seemed to fit my illustration preferences
well.
Nichols: I’ve always been drawn to horror and darkness. I
was raised on movies like Alien and used to draw torture
chambers and all manner of grotesque creatures on my school
folders. There is a special feeling I get from the horror genre,
a sense of mystery, power, and beauty that I feel I can’t get
anywhere else.
Who are some of your artistic influences? Where do you
get inspiration from?
Guay: Many of my influences are Golden Age illustrators

such as Arthur Rackham and Edmund Dulac. My inspiration
comes from the curiosities of the natural world, folklore, and
dreams.
Mazur: I have a lot of influences, especially because I
incorporate realism and abstraction/design into my work. I
will find pieces done by others online and I will see one
element or component that really resonates with me, like how
they handled brushstrokes, the use of empty space, line work,
or how a design element was handled.
Murakami: Kazuhiro Fujita, Brom, a number of my artist
friends and instructors. I often go to art community sites like
ArtStation and DeviantArt for inspiration, but the concept
comes from inside my mind.
Nguyen: Comic books and graphic novels influence my
stuff a fair bit. I have a soft spot for Jim Lee because when I
was a kid, I used to go nuts over how well he drew people—
people in action—people’s emotions. My people were pretty
static and stationary and bland at that time. I spent a lot of
time looking at his stuff trying to figure out how to draw
emotion. I also like pop art. I like the abstract. I usually find
inspiration mostly in graphic design works, photographs, film
stills, stuff like that.
Nichols: My biggest overall inspiration is the children’s
book illustrator Stephen Gammell. The illustrations in Scary
Stories to Tell in the Dark are what made the series a
terrifying icon with a long standing seat on the Banned Books
List. I also get inspiration from the fantasy settings of Brian

Froud, the dark mysterious characters of Maya Kulenovic,
and the delicate beauty that Alphonse Mucha renders in his
paintings of women.
What does your process look like—how do you take an art
piece from start to finish?
Guay: There’s a lot of planning that happens in the early
stages of the piece: thumbnails, sketches, and reference
gathering. When it comes time to paint it’s a matter of
structured risk taking. Watercolor can produce some beautiful
effects, but you have to be willing to let the watercolor do
some of its own work.
Mazur: The way I work is very much in my own head. I
rarely sketch out concepts, but when I do they are horrid!
Little nonsensical scribblings that are vague and seem only to
make sense to me. Once I’m sold on an idea for a painting, I
will then gather references and compile them in Photoshop to
get a good idea of how the figure is going to look in
conjunction with the other elements I will add in. Oftentimes
the composition will change dramatically if I see a reference
shot in a completely new pose I never considered, making the
painting more dynamic. I then sketch on the computer from
my reference and will make subtle tweaks before transferring
my sketch onto board. I begin painting in acrylics, an
underpainting for the figure, and complete as much of the
background design elements as I can before I finish rendering

in oil.
Murakami: I sketch ideas in my sketchbook first. After
that I do a digital draft using Photoshop, then a value pass.
Once I have all the references I go on and put color. Almost
all my process is digital.
Nguyen: I don’t do much sketching. Most of the
conceptualization happens in my head and stays there. It’s
important to me to convey realism in my work, so after I have
a concept, I spend a fair bit of time creating maybe reference
photos, or just Googling reference pictures. Like, for
“. . . Warmer,” it turned out I really don’t know what glasses
look like because I don’t wear glasses. So I took a while
looking at pictures and compiling a bunch of photos of glasses
so I wouldn’t mess that up too badly.
Nichols: I really love taking my time on a piece. I pour so
much time in, building in layers, and take the opportunity to
really enjoy my work. I strive to always learn new things, so
I’m always pushing myself to use more detail or play with the
light. It is not unheard of for a piece to change almost
completely as I’m sketching it out. The most important part of
my process is that I really enjoy my work and am happy with
the time I put in.
What gives you nightmares?
Guay: Lately I’ve been having nightmares about people
bringing me back from the dead. Don’t do that.

Mazur: I have no phobias, and only a great displeasure of
finding hair in my food. I’m more afraid of abstract concepts,
existential thought. There’s no worse night than being kept
awake at night wondering why and how you’re even lying in
bed in the first place!
Murakami: I don’t have nightmares that often, but I think
when I have a stressful day I tend to have weird dreams about
the issue.
Nguyen: It’s dumb, but I mostly have work-related
nightmares. So my nightmares tend to happen when I’m
having a hard time with work, like I’m stressed out over a
project. So I dream that I’m at a computer, working on the
project for hours and hours—and things start to move and gel
in the dream. The nightmare is really when I wake up and
realize I accomplished none of the work I thought I did. And
then I have to go to work knowing I am a hurricane of suck.
And sometimes I dream about loved ones getting killed or
dying of old age, stuff like that. Mortality gives me
nightmares, I guess.
Nichols: Honestly, my scariest nightmares are about
quitting my art career and going back to data entry. My
daydreams are waaaaaaay scarier than my nightmares.
© 2014 by Galen Dara.
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Artist Gallery
Carly Janine Mazur, Reiko Murakami, Sam Guay, Shelby
Nichols, and Stacy Nguyen
Carly Janine Mazur is a Connecticut based illustrator.
Working in oil and acrylic, her focus is on figurative work and
exploring surreal worlds and concepts by immersing her
figures into abstract situations often moody and emotionally
disruptive. Her work can be seen at galleries across the
country and online at carlyjanine.com.
[To view the gallery, turn the page.]

Reiko Murakami is an illustrator and concept artist
specializing in creature design and surreal horror illustrations.
Also known as raqmo, she has worked for companies such as
Hobby Japan, Square Enix, Capcom, INEI, and Harmonix.
Her work has been published in Exposé 11 and 2DArtist
Magazine. She has been featured in the Japanese Digital Art
Masters Gallery on the 3DTotal Japan website. More of her
work can be seen at reikomurakami.com and
facebook.com/raqmoful. [Publisher’s Note: Reiko Murakami
was our featured cover artist on our August 2014 issue.]
[To view the gallery, turn the page.]

Sam Guay is a freelance illustrator working and wandering in
New England. Dreams, folktales, and bits of her woodland
haunts weave themselves into the visuals and narratives of her
watercolors. Between paintings she can be found fortunetelling, voraciously reading, and having tea parties with her
corvid kin, the local flora, and her beloved feline companion.
You can find her work at samguay.com. [Publisher’s Note:
Sam Guay was our featured cover artist on our September
2014 issue.]
[To view the gallery, turn the page.]

Shelby Nichols has always been chasing doorways to other
worlds. Her art seeks to tell a story and she finds inspiration in
art that makes the viewer wonder what would happen next or
where the subjects had come from. Most of her work is in
graphite pencil, and she’s most known for her detailed black
and white pieces. She believes there can be beauty in all dark
things, even nightmares. Her website is shelbynichols.com.
[To view the gallery, turn the page.]

Stacy Nguyen is a graphic/web designer, illustrator, and
writer working in Seattle. She is a former news editor and the
current editorial consultant for Northwest Asian Weekly, the
oldest Pan-Asian weekly still in print on the West Coast. Her
illustrations have won awards from the Washington
Newspaper Publishers Association and the Society of
Professional Journalists. Stacy earned her Bachelor of Arts in
Creative Writing from the University of Washington. Her
website is stacynguyen.com.
[To view the gallery, turn the page.]

Interview: Joyce Carol Oates
Lisa Morton
Joyce Carol Oates is not only one of the most acclaimed
authors of our time—her more-than-forty novels, novellas,
plays, short stories, poetry, and nonfiction works have earned
her a National Book Award, two O. Henry Awards, the
National Humanities Medal, and a Pulitzer Prize nomination
—but she’s also an acclaimed horror and suspense author
who is a multiple winner of the Bram Stoker Award, a
recipient of the World Fantasy Award, and the first female
author to receive the Horror Writers Association’s Lifetime
Achievement Award. Her genre works include the novel
Zombie (1995), the short story collections The Corn Maiden
and Other Nightmares (2011) and Black Dahlia & White
Rose (2012), and, under the pseudonym Rosamond Smith,
Starr Bright Will Be With You Soon (1999). She also edited
American Gothic Tales (1996) and Tales of H. P. Lovecraft
(2007). This year she retires from Princeton University, where
she’s been teaching since 1978.
While growing up, you wanted to be a teacher. At what
point did you realize you also wanted to write?
Like most children, I was always “telling stories”—in

Crayola initially, eventually in prose form when I was a young
adolescent.
You once said, “We all have numerous identities that shift
with circumstances. The writing self is likely to be a highly
private, conjured sort of being—you would not find it in a
grocery store.” Is it really possible for you to separate out
“your writing self”?
Not only possible but essential. The “social self” is not the
writing self.
You’ve cited Kafka as an influence on your fiction. What is
it about Kafka’s work that made such a profound
impression on you? Have you ever consciously imitated
Kafka?
Kafka has influenced countless writers. This is a question
that could involve a very long answer but, since I have written
an essay on Kafka, that may (or may not) be available, I will
let that stand as my most thoughtful commentary on his work.
You’ve also edited a volume of Lovecraft’s work (Tales of
H. P. Lovecraft). How did you go about choosing what
stories would go into that book?

Like any editor, I chose stories that I liked, and that are
considered important. It is hardly a difficult task! There are
classics of Lovecraft’s which I have reprinted elsewhere
—“The Rats in the Walls,” for instance, in The Oxford Book
of American Short Stories. Another favorite is “The Dunwich
Horror” for its very excess.
Some reviewers suggest that you began to explore horror
and mystery in the 1980s—do you believe that’s accurate?
Possibly. But I have always been drawn to “gothic”
elements in my prose fiction from the earliest stories of In the
North Gate (1963), which suggest an austere Kafkan
influence.
How conscious are you of genre when you write?
My writing is usually very “conscious”—I am concerned
with formal properties. I am always seeking the ideal voice
and the ideal form with which to tell a story. The essential
horror springs from life—fiction is a mirror of life, sometimes
distorted in the interests of meaning, sometimes raw and
unmediated. There is no fiction so horrifying as the horror of
actual life—not just life in wartime, or life amid violence, but
the incursions of our ordinary lives upon us: aging, illness,
gradual loss of family and friends. Sometimes to tell a realistic

story, you must choose a non-realistic form to emphasize a
point—this is the power of genre. Orwell’s Animal Farm
works brilliantly as a parable—to translate the author’s vision
into a realistic novel would perhaps result in something far
more ordinary and forgettable.
You’ve written, “Any kind of creative activity is likely to
be stressful. The more anxiety, the more you feel that you
are headed in the right direction.” So, I have to ask: are
you frequently very anxious when you write?
I am probably “excited”—which can seem like anxiety
when the writing is not going well. (This is frequent!) But for
me, as for many writers, most of the activity of writing is
revising, which can be slow, but deeply thrilling.
Do you think the mainstream literary establishment is
somewhat dismissive of genre fiction? If so, why?
Yes, because it is perceived that much genre writing has
been formulaic. But then, so has most “mainstream” literature
—and that is not reviewed, either.
Starr Bright Will Be With You Soon was written under the
pseudonym “Rosamond Smith” (as were seven other

novels) and contains descriptions like this: “A bullet
piercing the man’s flesh, his bone, plowing into his brain
in an instant.” Do you use pseudonyms to explore grittier
genre fiction?
Writing under a pseudonym is a kind of literary experiment
which I have not repeated recently, but it is appealing. Again,
it’s a way of finding an adequate “voice.” My pseudonym
novels have a distinct feminist cast, at times rather wickedly
so, as in the novel you have mentioned in which a murderous
feminist rage is unleashed.
You often find horror in relationships—a short story like
“Deceit” from Black Dahlia & White Rose hinges on a
strained and disturbing mother-daughter pair, for
instance. How often do you start a story with the
relationship and build from there?
I have no idea . . . “how often”? I just don’t think in those
terms. Perhaps all stories are generated by relationships . . .
Does the best horror contain an element of tragedy?
Very likely, yes. I can’t relate at all to lighter treatments of
horror—unless the treatment is clear-cut comedy like Monty
Python.

Conversely, this line from “The Good Samaritan” (from
Black Dahlia & White Rose)—“There is joy for the taking
if you are not afraid”—suggests a relationship between
fear and joy. Can you talk about that?
I think it is the joy of utter recklessness—the flinging-aside
of restraint and concern for one’s own well-being that
sometimes accompanies radical break-throughs for an
individual—but sometimes also disaster. Like tossing dice—
and your life depends upon the consequences.
Your 1995 novel Zombie came out just after novels like
The Silence of the Lambs had turned serial killers into the
new superstars of the thriller genre, but Zombie is really
more an exploration of a killer’s thought processes. How
does a middle-aged female teacher and writer go about
transforming herself into a young male murderer?
Well—writers write . . . Playwrights imagine dialogue for
characters unlike themselves. Shakespeare doesn’t
“transform” himself into Iago or Macbeth . . . We all have
empathic instincts that are not limited by our personal
experience.
In the introduction to American Gothic Tales you
reference both nature and Puritanism. Are there other

elements that separate American Gothic from
British/European?
Interesting question! “American gothic” is a hybrid, and if
anything is just a way of speaking of Poe and his descendants.
Essentially this is an ahistoric, totally apolitical way of writing,
focusing upon individuals and their (darker) emotions.
In reviewing The Accursed, Stephen King said it “may be
the world’s first postmodern Gothic novel.” Was The
Accursed a deliberate riff on the traditional Gothic novel?
It is a novel in a sequence that contains also Bellefleur, A
Bloodsmoor Romance, Mysteries of Winterturn, and My
Heart Laid Bare. These are substantial novels one would not
call “riffs.” These are enormously ambitious quasi-historical
novels exploring the “new” sciences, feminism, Marxism, and
much more.
You once said that research is your favorite part of being a
writer. Have your research methods changed in the era of
the internet?
Research isn’t my favorite part of being a writer—I think
you must be quoting my playful self-interview for the
Washington Post. I have no “methods” at all—I simply read

where my interest takes me. In researching Blonde, I read one
or two biographies of Marilyn Monroe and watched all the
movies of hers which I could locate—in chronological order.
It was an utterly captivating sort of research, which I wish I
could repeat with another subject.
You’ve embraced Twitter, which you call “an outlet for my
sense of disturbance and outrage.” Is 140 characters really
enough for that?
140 characters is more than enough.
© 2014 by Lisa Morton.
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Interview: Jessica Sharzer
Lisa Morton
Televised horror has experienced a renaissance over the
last half-decade, with quality series like The Walking Dead,
Hannibal, Penny Dreadful, and True Detective all proving
that the best horror screenwriting in the world is now found
on the smaller screen. However, the most unusual—and
arguably the best—of the new television horror crop is
American Horror Story, which completed its third season this
year on FX. AHS employs a unique format, offering up a
completely new storyline each season, but with most of the
cast (which includes Jessica Lange, Sarah Paulson, Lily Rabe,
and Evan Peters) returning as new characters. AHS has now
cycled through Murder House (a haunted house in L.A.),
Asylum (set mostly in a 1963 lunatic asylum run by nuns),
and Coven (New Orleans witches) and has used horror to
explore a variety of social issues. One of the writers on the
show is Jessica Sharzer, whose credits prior to AHS included
award-winning shorts (“The Wormhole”) and independent
features (Speak). Sharzer works on AHS as both a writer and
producer and is credited with a number of the show’s finest
episodes.
••••

Your MA was in Russian Literature, but you realized the
world of academia wasn’t for you. What was the impetus
to move into filmmaking?
What I loved about Russian literature was the drama, the
humor, the romance, the politics. Academia felt like a very
clinical and scientific approach to something magical. I had
made a black and white silent short film about a Russian poet
named Tsvetaeva. When it got into a film festival, it gave me
the confidence to apply to film school.
Your thesis film, “The Wormhole,” is a lovely, poignant
short about a family shattered by a missing child; the
remaining son has a difficult relationship with his mother.
Mothers are also at the heart of all three seasons of
American Horror Story. Do you have a particular
fascination for mothers in popular culture, or is it just
coincidence?
Writers always have their obsessions and mothers are one
of mine. The mother/child relationship is inherently
impossible. Fraught. Dramatic. I’m experiencing this now
from the other side with my own children. They desperately
want independence but the moment you turn away—they’re
upset.

You once said, “Russian literature is this amazing and
unexplored wellspring of material for movies.” Have you
ever considered adapting a Russian classic novel to the
screen? Or have you used anything from a Russian novel
in your work in the past?
Actually, the first professional writing job I had was to
adapt First Love by Turgenev for Universal. And my dream
project is a modern retelling of The Brothers Karamazov.
In 2004, you wrote (adapting from the novel by Laurie
Halse Anderson) and directed your first feature, Speak.
Can you talk about your experience on that? For example:
Was it more or less difficult than you’d imagined?
We made the movie incredibly quickly, so it’s all a crazy
blur. I don’t even remember what my expectations were. But
everything was heightened. I was terrified to fail. And I had
almost no craft so it was pure instinct, for better and
sometimes for worse.
In 2011, you joined the producing/writing staff of
American Horror Story. How did that happen?
I had written a spec screenplay that didn’t sell but got me
some attention and a new agent. It was a thriller about a

marriage in crisis so it dovetailed perfectly with the first
season of our show. It was the right sample at the right time.
Had you worked at all in the horror genre prior to signing
on to AHS?
I’ve never written horror per se, unless you count the
stories I wrote in sixth grade to scare my classmates. But I
write a lot of thrillers and it’s a similar engine behind both
genres. Make the audience identify strongly with the
characters and then put them in terrifying situations.
Is there a difference in how you approach writing a horror
script as compared to writing a more mainstream drama?
Horror is somewhat hard to define. Stephen King does an
amazing job of it in his book Danse Macabre. And my
colleagues on the show have really taught me a lot about how
to structure a scene to make it horror.
How thoroughly is the overall story arc of each season of
AHS planned out in advance? Do writers of individual
episodes have much leeway?
We have some big events mapped out along the way, but

we also get inspired and change things as we go. The writing
staff works as a team in a great way, so we all contribute to
each other’s scripts. We take chances in the writing and then
trust each other for when to rein it in.
You’re the credited writer on two episodes in each season
of AHS, and they’re easily among the standouts. In the
first season, Murder House, you provided the finale show,
“Afterbirth,” which includes a sequence that must feature
every ghost from the entire season. Can you talk a little
about what it was like to write such a frantic and detailed
scene?
It was pretty thrilling once we got to the final episode, to
realize we could use everyone we had killed in the house—
and it was all so organic.
What’s most interesting to me about “Afterbirth” is that
the real climax is a magnificent monologue from Jessica
Lange’s character, delivered to a mirror in a beauty salon.
Is writing a monologue like that easier when you know the
skill level of the actress who is going to deliver it?
We always write for actors we know, especially now in
season four. And we like to give them amazing stuff to do and
say. For Jessica in particular, we write arias. She inspires us

and we try to inspire her.
For Season Two of AHS (Asylum), the first of your two
episodes was “I Am Anne Frank: Part One.” I personally
thought that two-parter was the most amazing two hours
of horror on film I’ve seen in years, presenting Anne
Frank as a disturbed patient in a 1963 lunatic asylum and
having her confront the Nazi doctor who is hiding out
there. Tell us a little about the development of that
particular story.
It was Ryan’s idea—and he had it at the very beginning of
the season. We went back and forth about whether she was
really Anne Frank or not—and that debate is played out in the
episodes. We always do a lot of research, but as the daughter
of a rabbi I’m pretty well-versed in Holocaust stories. So it
was meaningful to me to be credited on that episode.
Has the FX Network ever said, “No, this is too much,” for
something proposed for AHS?
Maybe once about a particular shot, which we did take
out. But basically we have a lot of freedom and that’s because
of Ryan—and what he means to that network.

AHS has done an outstanding job of using horror as a
means of social commentary and has addressed everything
from homophobia to economic inequality to sexism. Is
that one of the pleasures of writing for the show?
Absolutely. Whatever interests us, especially Ryan, finds its
way into the show.
You also wrote the Asylum episode “The Name Game,”
which featured a musical sequence that’s become
justifiably famous (Jessica Lange performing the titular
song). Was that your idea? Were you ever nervous about
including that?
Again, it was Ryan’s idea. But I loved it and we had a lot
of fun shooting it.
At what point was the decision made to lighten up the
tone a little for Coven (the third season)?
We were all pretty worn out after Asylum. The set itself
was a depressing place to spend six months. The idea was to
do something sexy, fun, and youthful in season three.
Since AHS employs an ensemble cast playing different

characters in each season, do you ever deliberately create
specific characters for the actors and then figure out how
to work them into the story arc?
We always do that. And the actors occasionally weigh in
on what they would like to do.
Over its three seasons, AHS has tackled ghosts, serial
killers, zombies, aliens, devil-possessed nuns, mad
scientists, witches, and murderous infants. Is there any
horror trope that AHS will never do?
Vampires. But let’s see if that’s still true in a few years.
Your filmmaking work has included some pretty serious
accolades as a director (including a Director’s Guild of
America nomination for Speak), but you haven’t directed
an episode of AHS. Are you just too busy with producing
and writing the show?
We are a very small team of writers so, thus far, we
couldn’t afford to lose a writer for a month to production.
That said, I would love to direct our show if I’m ever asked.
Would you consider writing and/or directing a horror

feature film?
I would definitely consider it.
I know better than to ask if you can tell us anything about
season four (Freak Show), but here’s an easy one: Are you
back for a fourth year?
I am back this year and it’s going to be fantastic.
What advice would you offer to women seeking a career in
Hollywood?
My advice to women would be the same as my advice to
anyone trying to break in. Do your homework. Watch movies,
read scripts, write and rewrite, be willing to work for free,
take people out to lunch and ask for their guidance, listen to
all notes and try them out, be humble, take your licks (you
probably deserve them). I think people still come out to
Hollywood “to be discovered.” It truly doesn’t work that way.
For me, ten years to an overnight success is more than a
cliché. Ten years is how long it takes to become proficient as
a writer—and that’s writing every day diligently. Talent only
gets you so far. Work ethic matters more.

And lastly, because the theme of this issue of Nightmare is
“Women Destroy Horror”—does the genre need more
women?
Probably. I don’t know how you would quantify such a
thing, but women are most often the victims in horror and it’s
a fairly dated trope. Our show always celebrates women’s
strength—and I love being a part of something with a subtle
feminist agenda.
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An Historical Overview of Classic Horror Novels
Lucy A. Snyder
How does a horror novel become a classic? First of all, it
has to be good, or at least unusually compelling. But quality
alone doesn’t ensure that a book will become a classic: it also
has to be read, admired, and spread widely enough to inspire
other creators. There are thousands of novels that could have
been classics but instead languished unread on shelves.
Statistics published by Strange Horizons (bit.do/strange-stats)
and VIDA: Women in Literary Arts (bit.do/vida-stats) show
that books written by female authors receive less attention
from publishers, reviewers, and readers. That’s not just in
horror; that’s everywhere in publishing outside romance and
chick lit (two genres that get even less mainstream literary
respect than horror). The result of women’s work being subtly
and not-so-subtly ignored over the decades is pretty clear: if
you take a look at the horror best-of articles on the Web,
you’ll see lists of books overwhelmingly populated with malepenned novels.
But in even the most male-centric lists of classic horror
novels, you’ll usually find one written by a teenaged girl:
Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus
(gutenberg.org/ebooks/84). When Mary Shelley’s 1818
science fiction horror novel was first published, her name
wasn’t on it, and readers widely assumed a man had written it.

And that novel has spread through popular culture like
perhaps no other book. Even if a person somehow managed
to graduate from school without having been assigned
Frankenstein in English class, he or she knows Frankenstein
(or any of the legions of mad/misguided scientists based on
him) and his monster from viewing any of the hundreds of
movies, TV shows, and cartoons based on Shelley’s
characters and cautionary plot. Horror novels just don’t get
more classic than Frankenstein.
But Shelley’s novel was certainly not the first horror
classic by a female author. The Mysteries of Udolpho
(gutenberg.org/ebooks/3268) by Ann Radcliffe was published
in 1794; today it’s widely considered to be one of the most
important early gothic novels. One major genre element the
book helped establish was the brooding gothic villain, who
later evolved into the Byronic hero, a figure familiar to any
modern reader, television viewer, or movie fan who has
enjoyed narratives about conflicted, bad-boy protagonists
such as Lestat de Lioncourt, Angel, Eric Draven, John
Constantine, Dream . . . or even Edward Cullen. With its dark
castles, psychological terrors, and an atmosphere even
creepier than Dracula, Radcliffe’s novel paved the way for
other authors: Mary Shelley, Jane Austen, Edgar Allan Poe,
Bram Stoker, Shirley Jackson, and H.P. Lovecraft. It’s
possible that in its way The Mysteries of Udolpho has left
nearly as large an impression on the horror genre as
Frankenstein, but comparatively few modern readers and

writers recognize the importance of Radcliffe’s lasting
influence on later, more popular authors.
Another author whose work clearly bears Radcliffe’s
influence is Daphne du Maurier. Du Maurier, whose stories
“The Birds” and “Don’t Look Now” are modern horror
classics turned into influential movies, is known for her
gorgeous, chilling prose. Alfred Hitchcock, who filmed “The
Birds,” also turned her 1938 gothic novel Rebecca into a
1940 movie; both the movie and her novel received wide
critical acclaim and commercial success. While some horror
readers question whether Rebecca “counts” as horror because
the terrors in it are subtle, it is unquestionably a modern
gothic classic that influenced Stephen King and other horror
and thriller authors.
Shirley Jackson, another of Radcliffe’s literary
descendants, authored a great deal of classic twentieth-century
horror. Her chilling 1948 short story “The Lottery” is familiar
to high school students and English majors alike, and her
1962 We Have Always Lived in the Castle is a masterpiece of
quiet horror: an unsettling novel about Otherness and
mundane evil.
Jackson’s appeal as a writer comes from her skill as a
storyteller. Her work is deeply textured and gorgeously
written. It’s for mature readers, not because of graphic
content, but because of its subtle complexity. Jackson expects
that her readers are intelligent, fully capable of
comprehending a metaphor, and in possession of an adult’s

attention span.
Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House, first published in
1959, is without question one of the most influential horror
novels produced in the past 100 years. Jackson’s slim book
has been filmed twice and has inspired dozens of other
movies. Countless stories and novels have been written in Hill
House’s literary shadows, including Stephen King’s Carrie
and The Shining and Richard Matheson’s Hell House. What
makes this small novel so hugely compelling? Part of its
appeal surely comes from the subject matter: the haunted
house. Jackson’s is a brooding, gothic country manor whose
skewed architectural lines reflect the twisted madness of the
man who built it. But Hill House doesn’t hold chain-rattling
spirits; it has a supernatural intelligence that draws out and
exploits the deep-seated fears of the people foolish enough to
cross its threshold. And into this dread house Jackson puts a
young protagonist who is familiar enough to be sympathetic
and weird enough to be interesting. We can’t help but be
fascinated as we watch her eccentric loneliness blur to insanity
as her psychic powers bloom to create the haunting the other
characters fear most.
In 1976, a new gothic horror novel crept onto the scene:
Interview with the Vampire by Anne Rice. Although it
received mixed reviews, the book went on to sell millions of
copies and its enthralling mix of creepiness and eroticism
attracted a huge following. Rice has gone on to pen a dozen
books in The Vampire Chronicles series, and its vampire

protagonists Louis de Pointe du Lac and Lestat de Lioncourt
became well-embedded in the reading public’s imagination,
particularly after the 1994 film version of Interview With The
Vampire and 2002’s Queen of the Damned. Many recentgeneration horror authors (myself included) can mark Rice’s
books as influences on our own work.
Another classic gothic horror novel is Susan Hill’s The
Woman in Black. This supernaturally chilling novella was
released in 1983 and has since been adapted for television,
film, and the stage. During its initial debut, the book got
positive reviews but gained relatively little attention. Then
playwright Stephen Mallatratt happened upon the book in a
shop while he was looking for something to read on vacation.
He purchased the book, loved it, and later asked for Hill’s
permission to develop it for the stage. It was only after the
theatre production that the novella got the attention it
deserved, years after its first release.
The story behind The Woman in Black’s gradual success
highlights the difficulty of any book reaching “classic” status:
people have to notice it, champion it, and it has to be read by
other emerging writers who then use what they learn from the
book in their own works. So, it’s a tricky thing to determine
what woman-authored novels written since then genuinely
qualify as “classic” horror.
For instance, is Poppy Brite’s 1992 novel Lost Souls a
classic? Of the book, Billy Martin (formerly Poppy Brite)
writes, “[It’s a] first novel, and boy does it ever show.” But

only the most narcissistic author thinks of her work as being
flawless, and the stylish, bloody novel populated with amoral
vampires got a lot of attention in the horror community. It was
especially popular with college-age horror fans. So, many
fortysomething authors working today can definitely count
Lost Souls among their literary influences.
Another contender for a modern horror classic is Nancy
Holder’s nightmarish Dead in the Water, which debuted in
1994. For that book, Holder earned the first Bram Stoker
Award for Superior Achievement in a Novel ever won by a
woman author.
Other women-penned novels have won Stokers since then,
and many of them could become modern horror classics. For
instance, one of the most critically acclaimed (and prolific)
authors in the past fifty years has been Joyce Carol Oates, and
she has written tremendously influential fiction. Her 1995
novel Zombie, an exploration of the mind of a serial killer,
won the Stoker but did not receive especially wide attention.
If the novel ever becomes a major motion picture, will it
capture a wider readership and be considered an influential
horror novel, as happened with The Woman in Black?
Only time will tell. But the moral of these classic novels’
stories is clear: good books should be championed. If we as
readers want to see more women-written books on the best-of
lists, we have to enable the change we want to see in the
genre. If you find a book that you think is stellar, don’t sadly
watch it fade into obscurity. Or, worse, selfishly keep it to

yourself like a literary Gollum hoarding a golden ring. Share
the book with your friends. Share it with strangers on the
train. Blog about it. Review it. Get the word out. Show the
world the gorgeous dark prose and delightfully terrifying tales
you have discovered, and the world will thank you for it.
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Baby Got Backbone:
What Makes Strong Women Kick in Horror Films
and TV Shows
Maria Alexander

SPOILER WARNING: This essay contains spoilers as it
analyzes characters in the following films and television
shows: Alien, Aliens, Alien 3, Resident Evil, Buffy the
Vampire Slayer, Angel, The Silence of the Lambs, 28 Days
Later, The Walking Dead, and Pan’s Labyrinth.

For decades, most female characters in horror films were
little more than monster bait in need of rescue. As more
horror films and television shows depict high-powered
women, we seem to be turning the page on sexism to reveal a
new era of women who can punch, cut, and shoot their way
through apocalyptic and supernatural dangers. Some of the
most popular and iconic female “badasses” are held up as
examples that entertainment companies are at last creating
“strong” female characters.
But punching, cutting, and shooting their foes isn’t what
makes these women strong.
Just as might does not make right for male characters,

neither does the addition of combat skills for female
characters. In some cases it masks their true fortitude and in
other cases it’s a substitute for it. Let’s examine what’s behind
the rifle sights of some female horror icons.
Ripley in the Alien movies is probably one of the most
famous women in horror movie history, as well as one of the
genre’s first empowered women. But firepower isn’t what
makes her a strong character. Flamethrowers and military
rifles are distractions as we attempt to redefine female
characters as something other than monster meat.
If we look at Ripley more closely, her moral strengths far
outstrip her physical ferocity. Without being a stereotypical
“badass,” she displays enormous character strength in Alien as
she takes command of the Nostromo after the invasion of a
deadly alien creature; she then clashes with the corporate
orders to kill her crew and ultimately survives the terrifying
ordeal. In Aliens, she travels back to the planet where the
Nostromo originally picked up the creature, only to find that
an entire colony of human beings has been decimated—all
except Newt, a child. As her “mama bear” instincts emerge,
she turns from surviving engineer to an enraged action hero
who goes toe-to-claw with the Queen alien, revealing the side
of her that takes no crap and dishes it back. Strapping on the
grenade launcher as she prepares to face threats is as much a
metaphor for embracing her inner strength as it is preparation
for battle. And in Alien 3, she extends those instincts to
humanity itself, sacrificing her life for the survival of the

human species when the corporation impregnates her with
one of the alien creatures.
Really, when we say “strong,” we mean “heroic.” The
character isn’t merely a romantic interest for the male lead
character, nor is she a passive character that suffers the
consequences of everyone else’s actions. She is a hero,
someone who accepts a challenge and does what needs to be
done in the face of overwhelming danger.
Because the movie Resident Evil has dubious origins in
videogame gore, it’s easy to dismiss Alice, the film’s main
character, as an avatar of male fantasy with her short skirt and
pretty face fleshed out by Milla Jovovich. (In the game, you
could choose to be either a male character or the female
character, Jill Valentine. However, Jill doesn’t have Alice’s
backstory). Alice’s memory has been temporarily wiped by
nerve gas just before a team of commandos descends upon
the mansion in which she’s living. They drag her and another
man they find into an underground science facility owned by
the Umbrella Corporation to contain a threat detected by the
facility’s main computer. A virus has been released that has
turned the corporate employees into zombies. As Alice
regains her memory, she uncovers her extraordinary hand-tohand fighting and firearms skills that allow her to dispatch
large numbers of zombies not unlike the military operative,
Rain Ocampo, played by fan favorite Michelle Rodriguez.
But in addition to regaining her superlative combat skills,
Alice recovers her memory in flashbacks that reveal a far

superior strength: moral courage in the face of
insurmountable odds. Leading up to the current crisis, she and
another woman were plotting to take down the sinister and
ubiquitous Umbrella Corporation. Her convictions about the
corporation’s evils and her fearless attempts to defy an
omnipotent foe are her true claims to strength.
This is not to say that in post-apocalyptic tales physical
strength and keen survival instincts are not important
character qualities. They are, but survivors need deeper
qualities to retain their humanity. The phenomenal film 28
Days Later follows a man named Jim who wakes up from a
coma in an abandoned London hospital. He quickly discovers
that a virus called “Rage” has infected the populace, turning
them into swiftly moving zombie hordes. He meets up with a
machete-wielding survivor named Selena and her friend
Mark. The moment Mark becomes infected, Selena kills him
and tells Jim she will kill anyone who has been infected “in a
heartbeat.”
But Selena isn’t hardened by what she’s been through to
survive the apocalypse. She reveals her compassion when she
recognizes Jim’s need to see his parents and helps him fulfill
that wish despite the dangers. Although she effectively
abandons Jim during a mad dash from an attack, she reclaims
herself when she and Jim meet teenage Hannah and her
father, Frank. (We see a similar reclamation happening with
Michonne in her relationship with Carl in the TV series, The
Walking Dead. Connecting with people—especially a young

person in this case—is essential to revitalizing her humanity
and keeping her from becoming just a “killing machine.”)
After the three are picked up by soldiers and taken to a
fortified mansion, the soldiers prepare to rape the women.
Selena shows compassion to Hannah by giving the teen
precious painkillers so she won’t feel the trauma as much. Jim
rescues the two women, but not before he’s badly wounded
by a soldier’s gunshot.
While 28 Days Later has at least three alternate endings,
the original ending deemed too bleak by test audiences
probably shows Selena’s strength at its best. The two women
have taken Jim to a hospital for his gunshot wound, but he
dies. When Hannah asks her, “What do we do now?” Selena
simply responds, “We move.” Given her earlier acts, it’s
unlikely that she responds this way because she’s lost her
ability to feel. Rather, she’s putting what needs to be done for
their survival over her own needs to stop and grieve Jim’s
death.
Whether it’s the apocalypse or more mundane dangers,
throwing that punch or putting yourself in harm’s way can
undoubtedly be heroic. But for some characters, it’s not
always the most difficult action to take. In the TV series Buffy
the Vampire Slayer, Buffy throws out witty one-liners and
even quarrels with her boyfriends as she subdues the nightly
onslaught of newly risen vampires in the local cemetery.
Delivering a devastating blow with a wooden stake or swift
kick is not that big of a deal for Buffy. She barely breaks a

sweat even in major battles, whether engaged in hand-to-hand
combat or wielding a bladed weapon. But when she kills her
beloved Angel to save the Universe, we see her true strength:
her ability to uphold the greater good over her deepest desires.
This is not true of the other slayer, Faith, who has no
moral bearing as she attempts to salve her emotional wounds
in all the wrong ways. While she’s very much considered a
“badass” female character, her superhuman fighting skills
can’t supplement the significant character deficits that lead her
to work for the evil Mayor Wilkins and later the notorious law
firm Wolfram & Hart in the spinoff TV series Angel. It’s not
until after she murders two mortals, tortures the Watcher
Wesley with a shard of glass, and tries to kill Angel—her
former savior—that she feels the weight of her crimes and
begins the process of rehabilitation.
Clarice Starling in The Silence of the Lambs brings both
high intelligence and handgun expertise to dangerous
situations. In this gruesome serial killer film, Clarice is a
young FBI agent-in-training whose superiors use her to get
clues from an imprisoned killer named Dr. Hannibal Lecter as
to the identity of a new serial killer nicknamed Buffalo Bill. It
seems at first that Clarice is everyone’s pawn—especially
Lecter’s—as she helps the FBI search for the man who is
killing young women by flaying them for their skins.
But if Clarice hadn’t had the intelligence and moral
commitment to find Buffalo Bill, not to mention the mettle to
open herself up to Dr. Lecter as he probed her personal life in

exchange for vital clues, she would never need to bring her
revolver to bear. Because she’s a hero, she does: mastering
considerable fear, she ultimately vanquishes Buffalo Bill
under incredibly frightening circumstances.
Some of the strongest female characters in horror have no
fighting skills or muscle whatsoever. For who could be a
stronger female character in any genre than ten-year-old
Ofelia of Pan’s Labyrinth? Ofelia is forced to go live with her
pregnant mother at a military outpost in 1944 Spain where
resides Ofelia’s psychopathic stepfather, Captain Vidal. Once
they arrive, she innocently follows a fairy into a creepy
labyrinth and meets a ghastly faun. She then takes on the
scary faun’s even scarier challenges to prove she is the
reincarnation of a fairy princess. After Ofelia’s mother gives
birth and dies, Ofelia sedates Captain Vidal and steals her
baby brother at the faun’s command. But during the final
challenge when the faun demands she shed her baby brother’s
blood, Ofelia defies him—with fatal consequences. Wielding
neither blades nor bombs, Ofelia floods the story with
immeasurable strength at every turn. That’s as much guts as
Buffy ever had, and maybe a thousand times more.
True heroism is standing up to evil when you don’t have
the might to make it right. It’s why we root so hard for
characters like Laurie Strode in Halloween, Brigitte Fitzgerald
in Ginger Snaps, and Arya Stark in Game of Thrones.
Fighting for what’s right is the real meaning of strength.
Maybe more authors, filmmakers, and showrunners will

eventually understand that and not default to “warrior” when
they want to make a woman—or man—strong.
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Women Destroy Horror! Roundtable Interview:
Linda Addison, Kate Jonez, Helen Marshall, and
Rena Mason
Lisa Morton
Linda Addison, Kate Jonez, Helen Marshall, and Rena
Mason are four of the most acclaimed and interesting women
working in the horror genre’s small press field. All four
produced excellent works in 2013 that were awardnominated: Linda’s Four Elements (co-written with Rain
Graves, Charlee Jacob, and Marge Simon) explores the
poetic, dark side of fire, water, earth, and air; Kate’s Candy
House is a surreal and frequently blackly humorous first
novel; Helen’s poetry book The Sex Lives of Monsters
followed up her multiple award-winning debut fiction
collection Hair Side, Flesh Side (2012); and Rena scored
raves for both her debut novel The Evolutionist and her
novella East End Girls. Helen and Kate also bring a wealth of
publishing experience with them—Helen as an editor for
ChiZine Publications, Kate as owner/editor of Omnium
Gatherum—and all four have fascinating takes on horror,
being female in the genre, and modern life in general.
Did you enjoy horror books and films as a child? If so,
what did your family say?

Linda Addison: My mother and I (and my eight brothers
and sister) used to watch scary movies all the time. We loved
them. I read more SF and fantasy as a child.
Kate Jonez: I loved all sorts of stories as a kid but was
especially fond of ghost stories and tales about supernatural
creatures. I was surprised then, and still am, by readers who
don’t enjoy dark fiction. It’s endlessly fascinating.
Helen Marshall: I really didn’t enjoy horror books and
films as a child—in fact, you could probably say it was the
genre to which I had the single greatest aversion throughout
most of my life. And I know that sounds off-putting for the
start of an interview, but the truth is that I was often very
scared as a child, and it persisted for a long time. So while I
didn’t have any problem with the idea of horror, I steered
clear of it as much as possible. It affected me too strongly, and
in a way I didn’t like. I remember, in particular, seeing a
cheesy comedy-horror flick called Step-Monster featuring
Alan Thicke when I was in grade school. It scared the bejesus
out of me despite the fact that it wasn’t scary at all. But as I
grew older and began to write more, I found that those things
that frightened me most, that produced the greatest emotional
effect in me, were prime hunting grounds for story ideas. And
so now I find a huge and welcome frisson in reading horror
literature; it pushes me out of my comfort zone in a way I
really admire.
Rena Mason: Yes, I did. In kindergarten, the first book I
ever loved and read over and over was Where the Wild Things

Are . . . My mom wasn’t too keen on it because of the book
covers but was too busy to keep a close eye on what I was
reading. Then for a while in the 1980s she got into watching
horror movies on VHS, and we would have family weekends
of one horror video after the other. It was fantastic!
When you first started publishing in the horror genre, did
it seem welcoming? Or intimidating?
Linda: I found the horror genre very welcoming. I have
the double whammy of being an African-American woman
and there are so few of us in horror, but everyone was very
supportive. Before I published much in horror I went to an
HWA Bram Stoker Awards banquet and Tananarive Due had
a book on the final ballot and I was beaming with joy.
Kate: I’ve had several jobs traditionally considered male
jobs. I’ve briefly worked in construction, manufacturing, and
tech sales. Compared to those boys’ clubs, publishing seems
mild. I recommend all women work a year or two in a maledominated field. There’s a lot to learn. Some of it is incredibly
valuable and can help women succeed, and sometimes it’s just
good to have insight about why people act the way they do. If
I could share just one thing I’ve learned, it would be speak up.
If you are working in a male-dominated job (or any job
actually), don’t wait for an invitation. Ask, make proposals,
ask again, or ask for something different if the answer is no.
Helen: Before I started publishing fiction, I spent two

years or so working as an Assistant Editor and then Managing
Editor for ChiZine Publications, a mid-sized press based out
of Toronto that specializes in surreal, weird, dark literature.
That was where I was first exposed to horror writing on an
ongoing basis, and what was remarkable was how welcoming
I found the horror writing community in Toronto. Brett
Savory and Sandra Kasturi were amazing mentors for me,
and through them, I met many other generous writers
including Paul Tremblay, John Langan, Gemma Files, David
Nickle, Michael Rowe, and Simon Strantzas, to name a few.
My first short story collection was commissioned by ChiZine
Publications, and it constituted, in my mind, a real leap of
faith on the part of Brett Savory and Sandra Kasturi. I had
perhaps half of the stories written at that stage, and only one
of them had been published. (I had a much more substantial
track record in publishing poetry.) The commission gave me a
tremendous amount of freedom to experiment with form and
genre, freedom I wouldn’t have necessarily had if I was trying
to publish in magazines, which are, on the whole, much more
conservative when evaluating new writers. I didn’t have to
conform to anyone’s sense of what a horror story should be,
and so I didn’t face the same kind of pressure that other new
writers face.
Rena: I’ll admit it was a little intimidating. The
conventions I attended were full of positive people that were
very welcoming, but when it came time to submit my work, I
did feel somewhat intimidated by the mostly male-dominated

acquisitions/publishing people. I believe I felt this way
primarily because the story I’d submitted was very femaleoriented.
Do you think anyone reading your work would know it
was written by a female author? Why? Is that good or
bad?
Linda: Early in my writing career I considered using “L.D.
Addison” as my author’s name so no one would assume main
characters I wrote were female if it wasn’t obvious in the
beginning of the story. I had a discussion with a well-known
author (I believe it was Nancy Kress) and she said that if I
wrote well enough the character would speak for themselves,
so I decided to go forward and use Linda Addison. It was
very good advice for me. Since I do use Linda I’m guessing
folks know I’m female. (I do have a very deep voice and have
been mistaken for a man over the phone with people who
don’t know me so many times that I don’t correct who I’m
speaking to; then they ask for my name and apologize for
using “Sir” in their conversation—ha!) As far as I know that
hasn’t been negative; I haven’t received any feedback from
anyone about it. I’m happy to represent two minorities and
say, “Yes, we can write horror.”
Kate: Although it’s done all the time, dividing people into
just two categories is problematic. Writers’ work is colored by
their interests, history, sexual orientation, and many other

things. People aren’t so easy to classify as one thing or
another. If the spectrum was a straight line with Alpha Male
Bro at one end and a Pretty-in-Pink Princess at the other, I
think I’d fall somewhere close to the midway mark on the
female side. I write a lot about violence and rage, but my
stories are character-driven more often than plot-driven, and
explore emotion. Trying to place myself on this timeline
makes me realize how ridiculous these male/female
stereotypes are. I can think of so many authors who would
jump all over the scale depending on the particular story.
Helen: I suspect it would probably depend on a story-bystory basis whether or not a reader could tell. Women tend to
have to deal with a different set of fears and pressures and
expectations than men do. (You could say the same thing for
any sub-class, or sub-sub-class, or sub-sub-sub-class. The
more specific you get in defining an audience, the more
specific will be those fears, pressures, and expectations.) I was
once given some writing advice that I found very difficult to
follow: that was to write dialogue in a scene as if it were
ungendered and then only ascribe the gender of the speaker
afterward. For me, that’s absolutely impossible because men
talk to men differently than they talk to women; women talk
to women differently than they talk to men. Sex and power
are always subtext to conversation, and men and women have
been conditioned to have different ways of navigating those
areas. As a woman I suspect I have a better time
understanding how women navigate those; but then again, I

grew up as a tomboy and so I feel more comfortable in
predominantly male social circles. As to whether it’s good or
bad that my writing tends to reflect a kind of sexual politics, I
don’t know. I write the way I write because of who I am. My
greatest struggle is to write honestly and to dig deeply into my
own identity. It makes me pleased when readers respond to
that, but I couldn’t tell you if my audience is predominantly
male or female. And I couldn’t tell you if I want an audience
that’s predominantly male or female.
Rena: Yes, absolutely. Most of the stories I write have
female protagonists. I’ve never had any qualms about stating
that I write for women because I began writing stories that I
personally wanted to read. Whether it was good or bad wasn’t
anything I really considered until I began the submission
process.
What percentage of your work has featured female/male
protagonists?
Linda: Off the top of my head I think it’s close to
fifty/fifty female/male. If I’ve spent time writing a story with a
female main character, I like to switch to male for the next
story just to keep me on my toes. I believe most of my
characters could be female or male and the story would still
work. One story I remember making a point to make the main
character female was “369 Gates of Hell,” which is a story
about a bodyguard that used to be a hired killer that is

haunted by people who had been killed. I thought it would be
very interesting to make the main character female since that
would be unexpected. It has a twist in the end. I’m very
happy about how the story turned out. It’s published in my
collection How to Recognize a Demon Has Become Your
Friend (which received an HWA Bram Stoker Award).
Kate: About a year and a half ago, I made a pledge to
feature mostly female protagonists in my work. There are
plenty of male authors covering the male perspective. If
women want to be represented accurately in fiction, they have
an obligation to write their own stories.
Helen: Ha! I have no idea. I suspect I tend to write female
protagonists more because frequently when I’m writing I start
by writing about myself, and, so, as a result, I tend to write
more female protagonists.
Rena: My work is at least ninety-percent female
protagonists.
Is there something you’ve written that you think is
distinctly feminine? If so, what, and why?
Linda: I’m not sure what it means to be a feminine writer
so I don’t know. Perhaps that’s a question a reader can answer
better than I. I’ve certainly written work where the main
character had to be female; for example, my story “Future,
Past, Imperfect” is a Cthulhu-inspired story where the main
character is a pregnant American-Indian woman.

Helen: The only way for me to answer that would be to
tell you what I think is distinctly feminine, and that would be
repeating the same kind of labeling logic that gets us to our
current paradigm. I don’t know what is distinctly feminine. I
have noticed that readers tend to regard stories about
relationships as “feminine” and stories about action as
“masculine,” but I think the divide is dangerous. I’m not great
at action sequences, but I feel much more at home writing
discomfort and dissonance. As a naturally shy person, I tend
to be highly attuned to the moods and the interactions of
people around me: discomfort and dissonance are devastating
to me. So I can write that quite easily. But I don’t think that’s
necessarily gendered. Robert Aickman and Roald Dahl were
both masters at presenting exactly the kind of dissonances I
find it exciting to write about, but I would say Karin Tidbeck
is an excellent example of another female horror writer who
uses dissonance to great effect.
Rena: My first novel, The Evolutionist, is distinctly
feminine. The main character goes through the gamut of
emotions regarding her family, friends, social hierarchies, and
her role relating to each of these.
Have readers ever responded to your work specifically on
the basis of gender? I.e., has a woman reader told you
they identified with a female character? Has a male reader
told you that you “write like a man”?

Linda: I’ve had a woman reader say that they notice that
women aren’t victims in my work. And that’s mostly because
the basis of my actual life has been surviving tough times and
not seeing myself as a victim. I can’t remember anyone saying
I “write like a man.”
Kate: I’ve had some interesting responses to Candy
House. Male readers especially seem to be disappointed that
there is no hero driving the action, male or otherwise. The
need for a hero may be a particularly male trait, or maybe it’s
just a feature of horror fiction. To say men want order and
women want chaos is oversimplified. Maybe that men want
order and women want a different kind of order would be
better. Me, I want chaos. In Candy House, I wanted to play
with the idea that a character is defined by the partner he
chooses. That’s an idea that is familiar to most women. If you
marry the king, you become queen. If you choose love, you
live happily ever after. I gave the male character a wide variety
of choices. All of the choices were wrong, of course, because
the idea is wrong.
Helen: I have, definitely. One story I wrote comes to
mind, titled “The Old and the New.” It’s about the
relationship between a rather manipulative, saccharine female
secretary and a recently divorced photographer at a firm
(played out as they go on a date to the catacombs in Paris).
It’s sort of a ghost story, sort of a black comedy, and sort of
just weird. But one of the comments I had from a friend who
critiqued the story was that she didn’t like the secretary

character because she squealed at one point. This friend was
tired of seeing females in romantic situations acting all
twitterpated. She wanted me to write a stronger female
character. But for me, that story was about the weakness of
the secretary character. It was an essential part of both the
horror and the black comedy. So that was, oddly, one moment
in which I felt like I was being told to write more like a strong
woman ought to write—and I didn’t like it any more than I
would have liked a male reader telling me to write like a man.
I don’t like anyone telling me what to write. I want to be able
to write stories about strong women and weak women,
women who whisper, women who roar, women who take
power for themselves and women who are flawed, fragile and
vulnerable—women who do all the things that actual women
do! There is no prescriptive formula for female identity.
Rena: No one has ever told me that I write like a man.
And the funny thing is that I get a lot of negative feedback
from the women audience that I targeted my first novel to.
They tell me they can’t relate to the character(s), and part of
me believes that’s because they are the characters, a sort of
denial or what have you. One of the best comments I ever
received was from a male who said that he really didn’t want
to care about the characters, but found that he did.
Have you ever considered using a male pseudonym?
Linda: See my answer about considering L.D. Addison.

Kate: I have a name and avatar picked out because it is
tempting to think that something as simple as a name change
will bring me fame and fortune. I can’t decide if I’m going to
use it. From a strictly financial perspective, it seems slightly
easier for male authors to get reviewed. From all the lists I see
the guys posting, it’s also easier for male authors to get male
readers. (Luckily, the majority of readers are female.) Higher
up the ladder, male authors still get the bigger advances and
marketing budgets. Even though these things are true at the
moment, this is a great time to be a woman creating fiction,
both as an author and a publisher. According to a Publisher’s
Weekly article from 2010, “eighty-five percent of publishing
employees with less than three years of experience are
women.” We’re on the verge of a historical shift. For the first
time ever, women are poised to achieve truly meaningful
positions of power in the publishing industry. That doesn’t
necessarily mean everything will be rosy from here on out,
but I think we can expect to see a publishing environment that
is much more open to feminine voices. Much of the uproar
that we see in response to women making strides in genre
fiction is from the small minority of people who are afraid of
change. There will always be room for men who are
confident in their masculinity and have great stories to tell.
Chances are we’ll be seeing a lot less of the misogynist crap.
Helen: I haven’t. And I wouldn’t. I think it’s more
important to grow a core audience who likes my work for the
things that only I can offer.

Rena: Never.
Does the association of “torture porn” and misogyny with
horror hold the genre back?
Linda: Work like “torture porn” by definition doesn’t have
a story, it’s violent imagery without meaning. I wouldn’t even
include that as part of horror, in which work is created with
storylines. I’m sure many people do because of the fright
factor. The same for misogyny as “dislike of, contempt for, or
ingrained prejudice against woman.” This isn’t horror; this is a
call for healing of some kind of wound in the person who
creates it.
There’s a huge difference between using images that are
harsh as part of the storytelling process and when it becomes
the only thing in a story. These things certainly don’t help the
genre. I hope most people don’t see these as major
representations of horror.
Kate: I’m not really sure I want to argue in favor of
torture porn and misogyny, but violence is an important
element of horror. Excluding women, either on the giving or
receiving end, would be a mistake. The thing I see again and
again that is far worse is weak two-dimensional female
characters. These cardboard women fall down and cry when
they should fight, or they exist to be receptacles for sex. I
don’t have the words to express how bored I am by these
tropes. How is it even fun to write this stuff? I’d rather read a

story with no women at all. That’s perfectly valid. Also,
strippers. Does every other female character in horror have to
be a stripper or prostitute?
Helen: Undoubtedly, and, in all honesty, it holds me back
from an unabashed championing of the genre. I don’t like
torture porn. It’s not that I can’t take reading stories with
violence toward women. I can, when it serves a purpose. I
don’t like it when fiction appears to eroticize or glamorize that
violence. The language and the logic of the horror genre are
still deeply rooted in misogyny. When I was reading slush for
ChiZine Publications, the number of graphic rape stories I
received was very high. And while I don’t think that reflects
accurately the current output of horror publishers, it does
speak to a lingering perception of horror, a perception that
evidently compels so many writers to start their stories with a
graphic rape scene in order to establish that they are edgy or
gritty or whatever the hell it is they think they are trying to
establish. I suspect slush readers in other magazines who
advertise that they publish dark fiction or horror will have
encountered the same problem. But if that is the audience for
horror writing—and it is difficult to argue that that audience
isn’t there and isn’t vocal—then it presents a problem for
writers like me at the other end of the spectrum. I get very
little enjoyment reading about rape. I get very little enjoyment
reading about women being carved up. I adore Stephen King
as a writer and his style has had a massive influence on me,
but I find it a problem that, for example, It, Pet Sematary,

Bag of Bones and Duma Key—four of my favorite books of
his—all end with the daughter, girlfriend or wife of the main
character being brutally attacked or murdered. It’s a trope, of
course, and it works in the context of each of the novels. I
don’t think King is being deliberately misogynistic: what’s
more disconcerting is that each time I encounter that plot
twist, I just roll my eyes and think, “Oh, Stephen King, doing
that again, are we?”—because the mutilation of women is
considered pretty standard fare, and at some level I have
bought into the premise that if I read a horror novel then I
shouldn’t be surprised to see it.
And maybe there’s some fairness to that. We ought to be
horrified, right, when reading a horror novel? But my
problem isn’t so much that horrific things happen in a horror
novel. It’s that we don’t read horror novels for horror alone.
We don’t read them only to be scared. What horror writing
teaches us is how to calibrate our own reactions to horror.
How to survive horror. How to interpret horror. So we need
less rethinking of what gets depicted, and more rethinking of
the framework in which it is depicted. My problem is that
when we encounter those scenes of brutality toward women,
we don’t actually feel horrified. We feel as if the narrative has
prepared us to accept that violence as necessary or inevitable
—even if it happens only at the level of the logic of the story.
There is a vast amount of brilliant, avant-garde,
experimental, literary writing going on in the horror genre that
doesn’t do this, and it’s coming from both male and female

writers. What this suggests is that the horror genre doesn’t
depend on those tropes anymore. We’ve come a long way, but
we’re still dragging around a lot of baggage. As a result, I
understand the desire to develop terms such as “The New
Weird” or “dark fantasy” or “dark fiction” that provide a
continuity with traditional horror but also get a bit of distance.
I also understand the heartfelt cry of writers in the horror
genre who would prefer to alter the perception of the genre
by having a broader spectrum of writers identify themselves
as horror writers. It’s a tough balance.
Rena: I’m certain it does on many levels, but the most
obvious one to me is that many women don’t particularly care
to read stories filled with atrocities against their own sex. I
know I don’t. I consider myself an equal-opportunity horror
fan and prefer stories that are equal in their violence to both
sexes if violence happens to be an integral part of the horror
in the story.
Two of you (Linda and Helen) are also highly regarded as
poets. Why does dark poetry seem to have a higher
percentage of female authors than dark fiction?
Linda: I don’t have a good answer to this question.
Perhaps it’s influenced by the societal concept that men write
horror, not women, so men gravitate to fiction.
Helen: I don’t really know what dark poetry is, or if it is a
separate genre from regular ol’ poetry. To me, this has

something to do with that old chestnut that horror is an
emotion, not a genre. There are many poets who produce the
emotion of horror in their poetry—Sharon Olds, Lorna
Crozier, Anne Carson, Anne Sexton, to name a couple—but I
would tend to simply consider them poets. The genre of
horror is much more easily recognized in fiction than poetry;
it’s more codified and has a greater number of examples to
point to. There are few institutions that recognize horror
poetry (the HWA being an obvious exception), and there are
few magazines that publish it as anything except an offshoot
of the fiction side. The problem with the classification of
horror poetry is that it tends to still be based upon the tropes
and conventions of horror fiction and has never had a chance
to develop as its own entity. But I’m drifting into a different
polemic here . . .
The reason I think there is such a discrepancy in the
percentages is that dark poetry is more likely to be perceived
as poetry and less likely to be perceived as horror. The
audiences are very different, and dark poetry doesn’t carry
much of the baggage of horror around with it. What this
shows, I think, is that women like writing dark stuff. I mean,
of course they do, why wouldn’t they? Fear is a natural
emotion. It’s a bit like when people believed women didn’t
have orgasms. But. There have been—and still are—
substantial barriers in place which mean fewer of them come
to the field because their fears aren’t always represented. So
the slush pile looks the way it does—both in terms of

numbers and in terms of content.
Has anyone ever tried to steer you into writing paranormal
romance/urban fantasy/young adult?
Linda: I haven’t had that experience. Other than what
might occur naturally when I write a story. For example, my
story “The Power” from the Dark Dreams I anthology
(Kensington Publishing Corp.) has been referred to as young
adult because the main characters are young, which was a fair
statement.
Kate: I’ve been more tempted than steered. The audience
for romance, urban fantasy, and YA is huge, and I wish I
could connect with it. Writing in a new genre requires reading
widely in the genre. That’s where I run into problems. I hated
being a teenager and have no desire to re-examine those
issues, and the predictability of romance novels drives me
crazy. I want to keep looking, though. I’m sure there are great
stories being written. I just haven’t found them with my
limited exploration. I don’t want to dismiss something many
women love just because I don’t get it. That happens a lot in
pop culture. Women’s interests are by default considered
inferior.
In horror we have to stop dismissing the related genres. We
give fiction with egregious levels of misogyny and otherwise
comparable writing style a free pass but react to Twilight with
total disdain. That’s a symptom of a genre that isn’t as

inclusive as it needs to be. As a publisher at Omnium
Gatherum, I’ve been guilty of it myself. It’s great that horror
accepts women who don’t much offend the male-oriented
horror sensibility. It might be time to reach out to some who
do. I’ve read enough sub-standard stories involving rape and
dismemberment. It wouldn’t kill me to wade through a few
sex scenes with supernatural beasts to see if I can locate a
gem.
Helen: I’m currently working on a YA novel called Icarus
Kids, but that wasn’t a pressured decision. I started reading
some very good books by Patrick Ness, A. S. King, and
Blythe Woolston, which got me interested in the genre. I do
feel like there is a negative perception of young adult literature
as somehow inferior and not worthy of serious consideration,
and I’ve encountered resistance to my decision to write it.
But, let’s face it, I’ve encountered some sort of resistance to
what I want to write at every stage. People have tried to steer
me in all sorts of directions: literary writing, commercial
writing, academic writing, poetry, short fiction, long-form,
epic fantasy, historical fantasy, historical writing about women
in pretty dresses (yes, this is true!) . . . whatever. Every writer
has someone telling them they should be doing something
differently at pretty much every stage of their career. It
doesn’t stop. Everyone has an opinion, and I hear them all,
and they stick with me. Those voices are pernicious. But
they’re also like weather: you learn how to navigate as best
you can. I write what I write because it’s the best form I’ve

found right now for the things I want to say. That will change.
Then I’ll go write something else.
Rena: The first story I ever wrote was a YA/urban
fantasy/paranormal romance but also a horror story.
Everything I write has a horror element to it, and I’ve never
tried to edit it out. It’s who I am as a writer. I’ve written
science fiction and YA short stories, but they’re also
undoubtedly horror stories. My “romance” stories can’t really
be labeled as romance since I tend to kill everybody at the
end. But no one has ever tried to steer me into writing it.
Is it a goal for you to be published by the majors?
Linda: Absolutely. I’ve been in anthologies from major
publishers (Dark Matter 1 from Warner Books, Dark Thirst
from Pocket Books) and the pay was higher; there was an
increase of exposure and attention from reviewers.
Kate: Yes, definitely. I feel lucky to be published by small
presses first. It’s an opportunity to create a fan base and a
network. Seems like authors don’t get a lot of chances once
they’ve gotten a book deal. The first book has to be a success
or there won’t be a second. Having the freedom to publish
while still growing a readership is a huge advantage. Thank
you, independent publishers!
Helen: I’m just getting started, and so I have all sorts of
big dreams!
Rena: I think it would be great. Yes.

Are you comfortable with being labeled a female horror
(or dark fiction) writer?
Linda: I have no problem with labels as long as folks buy
my work. Before I was published in Sheree Thomas’ Dark
Matter anthology in 2000, most people didn’t know I was an
African-American author unless they met me at a convention.
I’m very happy to be a female author with any added label.
Kate: The horror label has some torture porn/cheesy,
cheap slasher movie tarnish on it. It’s a fine word to use with
horror authors who know how diverse and interesting horror
fiction actually is. Communicating with readers is harder. We
still have lots of work to do to get the word out.
Helen: Labels are tricky things. When my first collection
of fiction, Hair Side, Flesh Side, came out in 2012, I
genuinely didn’t know how to label it. Was it fantasy? Dark
fantasy? Horror? Literary fiction? But my writing was most
strongly embraced by the horror community, and I’m the antiGroucho Marx—I want to be in the club that wants to have
me. Because I think it says something about the horror writing
community right now that there is a strong desire to find new
writers from different areas. I’ve received a tremendous
amount of support from editors such as Paula Guran, Ellen
Datlow, Stephen Jones, Brett Savory, Sandra Kasturi, Mike
Kelly, and Jonathan Oliver. These are editors who make
decisions that will shape the genre for years to come. My
point is: I’m an odd writer who wouldn’t have necessarily

found my way to the genre on my own, but they found me
and they encouraged me to stay a while. So if there’s room
for a writer like me in the horror genre—and I think there is!
—then yes, yes, yes I want in.
Rena: Yes.
And coming back to this issue’s special theme . . . what
will you do to destroy horror?
Linda: Continue writing whatever stories/poems come to
me, and ignore whether the world considers them appropriate
for a woman to write.
Kate: I’m going to seek out lots of women who love to
read horror. I’m going to reach out to people who don’t know
they love the genre yet. I also want to encourage more women
to edit anthologies, start publishing companies, and submit to
publishers big and small. Some say horror is a boys’ club, but
my experience is that publishers are actively trying to publish
women.
Knock. You will be invited in.
Helen: The only thing we can do as writers—I’m going to
keep writing it, that’s for damn sure, and when people tell me
that horror writing isn’t worth pursuing then I’ll give them all
the reasons why it is. Horror is going through some growing
pains. It’s a genre with stretch marks.
But I want to add one more thing to this: when I was the
Managing Editor for ChiZine Publications, we had an explicit

goal to seek out more female horror writers. We had a slush
pile that looked the same as most of the horror writing slush
piles do, and it was mostly men submitting. But I read an
excellent article today by John O’Neill in response to the
review of Women Destroy Science Fiction in Tangent Online.
John finally nailed for me the basic problem of why there
aren’t more women writing horror right now. Slush piles, for
the most part, represent where the genre is, or, better yet,
where it has been for the last ten years. As editors, it
shouldn’t be the goal to simply select the best material out of
a poor slush pile, it should be to change the nature of the
slush pile by encouraging new authors, soliciting material
from up-and-coming writers, and putting together themed
anthologies like this one. An editor’s job is to look forward
and decide what he or she wants to put out there—then to
find it.
I want to be part of that. I don’t think it means abandoning
what has come before. It means taking a long hard look at
where we are right now and deciding where we want to go
next.
Rena: I don’t want to destroy horror. I want to multiply it
by infinity and beyond!
© 2014 by Lisa Morton.
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The H Word:
The H is for Harassment (a/k/a Horror’s Misogyny
Problem)
Chesya Burke
It’s well known within the field that horror, in both movies
and novels, has a long history of often (perhaps too often,
some would argue) being misogynist, relying on extreme rape
as a plot device. Although the victims sometimes seek revenge
in a one-dimensional pursuit, more frequently it’s used to
prove the masculinity of the male protagonist or to offer him a
revenge motive. Other times it is simply used for shock value.
The women within these stories are often graphically raped
(because what is the purpose of raping someone if we, the
audience, cannot experience it in great detail?) and murdered.
It just so happens, by complete original happenstance, my
fellow female horror writer observed, “. . . that if a woman
needs to be traumatized lazy writers will use rape. Not as a
deeply emotional growth experience, but as a way to make the
hero angry, or put the woman in her place, or to make the evil
person truly appear evil. The aftermath is hardly ever dealt
with.” It is the case that women within these stories often do
not exist as functioning, autonomous human beings, but mere
placeholders for males who must swoop in to not actually
protect them, because after all, they have already been abused
and often died horrifically for all of our entertainment, but to

allow them to take their rightful places as heroes.
Does this mean that rape should never be explored within
works of fiction? Of course not; I don’t know anyone that
would argue that. But in real life, rape is never justified and
the victims have to live with the very real consequences of
that experience. And although spouses, friends, and family
members are often affected by it, we should never lose sight
of where the true horror lies. (Although this is not always the
case in real life, either.) Women who are raped are fully
actualized human beings with dreams and aspirations and
nightmares, both before and after being assaulted. Why, then,
is rape so often simply a plot point, and the women who
experience it so often cease to exist or are no longer
important, whether physically or mentally within these stories?
Why is the journey so rarely the victim’s?
Obvious examples most will recognize are The Hills Have
Eyes, Evil Dead, and Last House on the Left, all of which are
considered classics in the field and all have been remade
within the last few years. Being an academic, this is where I
would normally offer a content analysis of each movie, but
considering my audience (and you all love nothing if not to be
entertained) and space limitations, I don’t have the time, and,
really, do we have to do that? If you haven’t come across
these stories, or if you are a writer and you haven’t written
them, then count yourself truly lucky.
Otherwise, let’s acknowledge that this plot device has been
overused and accept it. Because although many people agree

that this is the case, many won’t accept that viewing women
as mere objects possibly fosters an environment of hostility
and harassment for women within the field. Assuming,
though, that rape is the ultimate form of unwanted attention
and assuming there is a continuum, and rape is at the far end,
we should ask ourselves where it begins. Harassment is not
rape, but we nurture an environment within the genre where
the latter is fantasy and thus the former becomes acceptable.
Harassment within the genre is a real problem, but
although it’s often overlooked, and even outright ignored by
some, women work to combat it. We whisper about those
who have groped or made obscene comments; we warn each
other of the men we should never ever be alone with. We
sometimes comfort each other and chastise ourselves and get
angry and get tired and . . .
Mostly don’t speak out.
Because it could affect our careers. It could make us look
whiny or weak. And really, it isn’t that big of a secret now is
it?
You all know because you’ve probably seen it. I know
because I’ve seen you see it. Often. You didn’t say anything. I
didn’t say anything. The victim didn’t say anything . . . to
you. Ergo, it’s not a big deal, it’s trivial.
Or is it?
I’m going to tell you a story. It has nothing to do with rape.
It has everything to do with harassment and silence. I could
talk about having been followed around a convention, or

being called a cunt, or that time the guy called me Aunt
Jemima (look, racism and sexism!) to put me in my place in
front of a group of white, male writers, or any host of things
I’ve witnessed, but I’m going to tell you a story about a
woman that I don’t know. I don’t know her name, and quite
honestly, I don’t even remember her face. Instead, I
remember what happened to her and my response.
This was at the beginning of my career and I was new to
conventions. It was late one night, and several of us, including
her, were in the lobby chilling out, as we are wont to do. This
man walked up, and I was excited, swooning, because I knew
him. Or at least, knew of him. Everyone at that convention
knew him. He’s as close to famous as you can get without
being Stephen King in the field. Anyway, we were all talking
and chatting, and then the Famous Writer Guy bent over and
stared directly into this woman’s face. Just hovering there,
ignoring the rest of us, blocking her from us. The woman
looked around Famous Writer Guy to continue the
conversation. Then he started touching her, lightly rubbing his
finger up and down her arm, and then poked her, hard. She
held up her arm to block him and stepped away, doing her
best to ignore him. Famous Writer Guy moved closer to her
and began rubbing her again. She looked to me and to the
group. She’s thinking what I’m thinking, “This is Famous
Writer Guy, what can I say? If I scream at him to cut it out,
I’ll look angry and as if I’m blowing it out of proportion. If I
smile or talk to him, he’ll think I’m interested in him. I’m

scared.”
But none of us said a word. Nothing to help her out. This
was her problem. One that I was damn glad that I didn’t have,
so that I could ignore the hell out of it.
After a moment, she gave this meandering excuse about
needing to get up early and left. Famous Writer Guy
wandered off shortly after. Finally, I leaned in and whispered
to the guy beside me, “That was uncomfortable. I hate seeing
it because I’ll never be able to see him the same way.”
The guy’s response: “He was drunk. He’ll be better in the
morning.”
Famous Writer Guy would be better in the morning. He
would feel better, so obviously everything would be better. No
Name Girl didn’t matter. She was simply a character in
Famous Writer Guy’s story, a throwaway stand-in that could
perhaps help him become a better person. That was all.
I do not argue that unwanted harassment is rape, but rape
is undoubtedly the ultimate form of unwanted harassment. It
is quite possible that horror’s heavy reliance on rape helps to
normalize the objectification of women within the genre. It’s
also possible that this leads to tolerance and even makes us all
culpable in this harassment through our silence and our muted
acceptance.
Now this story, like the cliché of rape in horror, does not
represent the entire genre. I would even guess that things have
gotten better and people are more likely to speak out now, if
for no other reason than times have changed and feminist

ideology is becoming more understood. But the genre is still
difficult for women, as there are still secrets and whispers and,
yes, people are still silent.
Likewise, I would argue that too often the nature of horror
has fostered this idea of male superiority, identity, and
prowess. While none of these things are inherently wrong or
bad, they have too often given rise to the subjugation of
women. And although this essay could represent many genres
to varying levels, I have a vested interest in horror and I chose
to write about it here now.
I am not here to tell my fellow writers to stop writing about
rape. I do not even want to tell someone not to hit on a
woman at a convention. But I would implore you to consider
the ways in which you explore and exploit and think about
rape and how this possibly affects your interaction with the
women who share pages and spaces around you. We are all
writers and we simply want to tell the best stories while being
stimulating and engaging for our readers.
With that, I hope I have done that for you here.
© 2014 by Chesya Burke.
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Women’s Short Horror Fiction: An Historical
Overview
Jessica Amanda Salmonson
My interest in fantastic literature, and especially the short
story, began in childhood and is unabating after more than
thirty years. Although my interest does not focus exclusively
on authors with feminist concerns, the ghostly writings of
women have become of particular interest to me, whether in
English or in translation from various languages. Several years
ago I began collecting first editions of short story collections
(for women’s work, these are all too often the only editions
and far too rare), and I soon discovered that the finest
supernatural tales are absent from modern retrospectives. I
also collect British and especially North American Victorian
magazines (a dusty hobby, to be sure) and found as much as
seventy percent of the supernatural fiction therein was the
work of women, the majority of it never reprinted in any form
and only haphazardly preserved.
From the 1830s through the 1920s, women were the
dominant presence in British and American magazines as
poets, essayists, story writers, readers, and often enough as
editors; hence, women dominated the fashions in literature.
The closed community of the magazine trade meant that these
women knew one another’s writing, supported one another’s
careers, and were not individually “reinventing in the dark.” A

sizable percentage were consciously feminist, and, depending
on the degree of radicalism decade by decade, at certain
historical moments feminists were the majority. Their
supernatural stories amounted to a veritable school, yet almost
no one in this century has commented on it. “The Yellow
Wallpaper” (1892) by Charlotte Perkins Gilman has been
treated as an exception, as nearly the only feminist shocker in
a genre assumed by many to be inherently conservative. Few
realized that Gilman’s classic was only the best known in an
enormous body of similar fiction.
That is not to say women writers of the macabre have
lacked for partisans; indeed, women’s dominion over the
ghost story of Victorian England has been widely
acknowledged, and though few seem to have noticed it, this
was true in the United States as well. What might without
denigration be aptly termed “gentlewomen’s” ghost story
anthologies have appeared from time to time, nearly always
edited by men who may have genuinely loved the genre but
who lacked feminist concerns or view-point. “Gentlewomen”
was the term of choice among the Victorian ghost story
writers themselves, and has been adopted by modern
anthologists as designating this veritable subgenre of ghost
story. The most recent examples of the gentlewomen’s ghost
story anthology formula are Richard Dalby’s commendable
The Virago Book of Ghost Stories (1987) and The Virago
Book of Victorian Ghost Stories (1988). Together, this pair of
volumes presents an impressive overview chiefly of British

authors, which tends to be the case with gentlewomen
selections. Of broader scope are the young adult volumes
from the sister team of Sean Manley and Gogo Lewis, who
delight in such subtitles as “Spectral Stories by the Gentle
Sex.” I recommend their Ladies of Horror (1971), Ladies of
Fantasy (1975), Ladies of the Gothics (1975), Sisters of
Sorcery (1976), and Ghostly Gentlewomen (1977). The
stories, both British and U.S., tend to be randomly chosen,
which has the benefit of showing an extremely wide range of
writings that just happen to be by women. Unfortunately, all
of these books were only briefly marketed and none were
easily obtained. Some lesser but still worthwhile examples of
gentlewomen anthologies include Peter Haining’s British
Gentle-women of Evil (1969) and A Circle of Witches (1971),
Marcia Muller and Bill Pronzini’s Witch’s Brew (1984), Alan
Ryan’s Haunting Women (1988), both of which include both
British and American authors, and Alex Hamilton’s British
The Cold Embrace (1967), this last issued only in England.
None of these volumes could be construed as feminist per
se. But a feminist anthology did appear while my own
anthology, What Did Miss Darrington See? (1989), was
seeking a publisher. This is Alfred Bendixen’s splendid
Haunted Women: The Best Supernatural Tales by American
Women Writers (1985), which is exemplary in its choices and
theoretical discussions, even if it does lack guidance to further
reading. Much more remains to be done before the true scope
of women’s feminist contribution to supernatural literature is

adequately presented to modern readers.
More typical of the representation and availability of
women’s work is the so-called “definitive” anthology, Herbert
A. Wise and Phyllis M. Fraser’s Great Tales of Terror and
the Supernatural (1944). This volume remains influential
because it is perpetually in print; however, in more than one
thousand pages room has been found for only four women.
More recently Jack Sullivan’s Lost Souls (1983)—a selection
of British ghost stories by an American editor—also nearly
excludes women.
Among British anthologists the exclusion is slightly less
severe, perhaps because a larger number of the anthologists
are women. The tradition of women editing ghost story
anthologies, dating back to the 1920s, has provided a
significant legacy of stories by women that would not
otherwise have been commissioned or published. The
anthologies of Lady Cynthia Asquith, Mary Danby, Christine
Thompson, and Rosemary Timperley would by themselves fill
an eight-foot shelf. Only from England’s women anthologists
have I occasionally encountered a general volume of
supernatural stories (as opposed to a gentlewomen’s ghost
story selection) in which women just “happened” to
outnumber men, as in Mary Danby’s selections for children,
though the heavily weighted ratios shown above are never
reversed.
Women’s literary endeavors have been overlooked by
many means, as Joanna Russ has described in her brilliant

How to Suppress Women’s Writing (1983). The history of
women’s supernatural and horrific writings could provide
textbook cases for all of Russ’s points. A few years ago at one
of the annual World Fantasy Convention gatherings, for
example, I had the unpleasantly comic experience of viewing
from the audience a panel exclusively of men addressing the
problem of “Why Women Don’t Write Horror.” The
possibility that these men might decline to publish women’s
stories if given the chance was not discussed. The likelihood
that their limited world-views left them incapable of
recognizing excellence in women’s horrific imaginings was
not discussed. The possibility that the misogynist nature of
their own writing and editing tastes had turned many talented
women to other arenas was not thought part of the trouble.
The fact that women do manage to publish a good deal of
excellent horror in spite of the obstacles was not mentioned.
That none of these panelists’ own works sold as well as those
of Anne Rice or Shirley Jackson was outside the realm of the
discussion. At the heart of their combined belief, though
poorly expressed, was the idea that the exceptions proved the
rule and women basically had nothing horrible to express.
Yet these stories by women abound, languishing in old
magazines, forgotten in out-of-print single-author collections
or the rare good anthology. The problem has not been so
much getting published as staying in print. Women’s writings,
much more so than those of men, simply vanish. This is not
to say that all these women were feminists, but conservative

women have fared no better in having their work kept before
the public eye.
No complete understanding of supernatural fiction is
possible without an understanding of women’s central
importance to its development. Nor is a full understanding of
women’s fiction in general possible without an awareness of
the supernatural stories that have been an important aspect of
women’s creative expression, beginning with the instructive
fairy tales of oral tradition.
© 1989 by Jessica Amanda Salmonson.
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AUTHOR SPOTLIGHTS

Author Spotlight: Gemma Files
Erika Holt
Horror stories often build tension by way of a slow reveal,
but in “This is Not for You,” the horror begins right up
front. What made you choose this structure?
When I showed it to my writing group, the second section
was the lead-in and we didn’t get to the “meat” of the story
until much later, i.e. when it would have occurred in linear
time. They all agreed that because there was a lot of
exposition involved with Gorgo and the cult’s intro, it made
sense to flip things so that the visceral thrills of the hunt were
first. I took their advice, and now I really can’t see it working
any other way—it’s like it overwhelms you with a sensual
rush, hopefully hooking you deep enough to render you more
open to and cooperative with the slightly “head”ier second
section, because you already know there’s bad/fun stuff acomin’. In retrospect, it also reminds me of the bracketing
flash-forward at the start of Hannibal Season Two, which
shows us that no matter where the rest of the season goes,
there’s eventually going to be a knock-down drag-out between
Dr. Lecter and Jack Crawford which will hurt just as badly for
both of them.

Rather than worshipping Dionysus, as the maenads do in
The Bachaae, the women in your story worship
Persephone. What was the impetus for this change? Do
you enjoy incorporating mythology into your work?
Mythology is something that’s fascinated me since
childhood, especially the ways in which societal power-shifts
can cause myths to mutate. The worship of Persephone, for
example, was a mystery religion long before Dionysus came
on the scene, one reserved specifically for women, and if you
trace the Persephonean myth back far enough, you’ll find that
she transmutes into a sort of “death queen” goddess who
actually pre-dates both her supposed husband, Hades, and the
sacrificial son-lover figure of Dionysus or Attis, whose priestavatars tore off their own testicles to fertilize the earth for
their mother-goddess Cybele. In other words, her earlier
phase was more reminiscent of goddesses like Ereshkigal,
Tiamat, and Cerridwen, an overpowering mother-goddess
figure who embraces both death and life, the generative and
destructive powers. (We see a similar pattern with the
evolution—or possibly de-evolution—of Hera, now mainly
known as “Zeus’s jealous wife,” but who once encompassed
all the apparently conflicting traits later parcelled out to
subsidiary sister-wife and daughter goddesses like Artemis,
Demeter, and Athena.) It made sense to me that under
someone like Aglaia, who I think may be a well-respected
academic in her non-cult life, the cult would try to revive this

earlier version of Persephone and reclaim her full spectrum of
powers, the true branching, antlered “crown of terror” that
fuels their hunting ecstasy.
Does the intervention of the goddess relieve the women of
responsibility for their acts? What about the fact that their
victims are morally blameworthy to some degree?
Well, obviously not. I mean, even if you personally
believed in the goddess and you genuinely thought that by
turning up uninvited these guys had broken a sacred code, the
guys in question palpably do not believe in the goddess—why
would they?—so any question of their guilt is rendered
specious. They don’t know the rules. This is not part of their
world. This is an artificially-created situation, a party they
have been literally enticed to. Should they maybe be wary?
Yes, and if they were female, society would have trained them
to be . . . to not rush blind into unknown situations just
because they hear it might be fun, and also to not encroach on
other people’s privacy because it elates them to do so. But
society has trained them differently, and in this situation,
following their own predatory instincts makes them into prey.
Which is sort of mordantly amusing, but come on: even
Gorgo would admit that murder’s murder, no matter the
context.

You touch on a number of important issues including
feminism, intersectionality, cults, religion, and gender
identity, to name but a few. Do you often seek to include
or tackle important issues? Do you think courage (i.e. the
willingness to “go there”) is an important quality for a
writer to possess?
My friend Claire Humphrey points out that writing any
story is inherently political, especially when you’re a woman
writing horror, which is a position I admire, though I rarely
think of myself assuming it. When I heard about this
opportunity, however—the Women Destroy Science
Fiction/Horror call for submissions—I made a very conscious
decision to reach for/pursue the most extreme thing that
immediately occurred to me. Maybe I’ll regret that decision
once reactions start coming back, but I really hope not
because once I started writing this story, I kind of fell in love
with it; I’m proud to have written it, and that part’s not going
to change, no matter what. Fingers crossed.
In “This is Not for You,” you flip the well worn horror
trope of male-aggressor-on-female-victim on its head,
showcasing not just one but a group of violent and
predatory women attacking men. Why?
Because I think predation is a human quality, not a sexlinked one, and because I wanted to explore the use of

religion as one way in which people—women here, people in
general—give themselves permission to other and destroy,
ostensibly in the service of something larger than themselves,
but possibly in the service of their own impulses. Telling
yourself a fairy story about the Goddess demanding sacrifice
is very much like telling yourself a fairy story about God
wanting a crusade, after all, just as there’s often a visceral sort
of metaphorical link between sexual attraction and the impulse
to rend, to deconstruct, to consume: I’ll eat you up, I love
you so! Even if you take that away, however, living under
patriarchy guarantees that there’s always going to be a lot of
toxic resentment built up between men and women, and while
you hear about one facet of that dynamic all the time—the
Youtube Manifesto shooting spree, Not All Men, etc.—you
rarely hear about the others. These are the currents Aglaia
taps into with her cult: blind yearning for faith in an
increasingly secular world, Gorgo’s personal murder
fetishism, this constant struggle to define what “feminine”
qualities are/mean in terms of shaping our identities.
On some level, I also think I might have been hearkening
back to Robert R. McCammon’s Bethany’s Sin, a highly
influential (to me) 1980s novel in which the intrusive
monsters poisoning a small community from within turn out
to be the ghosts of Amazons possessing otherwise “normal”
women and throwing off the established gender balance,
which McCammon’s narrative structure—whether or not he
was aware of what he was doing at the time—treats as the

true horror of the situation: cats and dogs living together,
mass hysteria. The book’s “hero” has issues with misogyny
that eventually become the superpower he uses to save his
wife and daughter, so I guess I thought it would be funny to
play with that idea from a different angle, though that’s really
only occurred to me in hindsight.
What does your year ahead look like, writing-wise?
I’ve spent the last seven months writing a hell of a lot of
short fiction, “This is Not For You” included, which has been
great, but now I really have to knuckle down and get the pedal
to the metal in terms of my next novel, Experimental Film,
which is due for early 2015. It’s my first real stand-alone, a
contemporary-set ghost story about female creativity, a lost
goddess, and the secret history of Canadian film. I also have a
new book coming out as of August nineteenth, We Will All Go
Down Together: Stories of the Five-Family Coven, a linked
story-cycle that’s half previously-published material finally put
in context and half brand-new stuff, involving a 400-year
blood vendetta between supernaturally-powerful Torontobased clans, witchcraft, psychic investigation, the Fae, evil
angels, and monster-killing nuns.
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Author Spotlight: Catherine MacLeod
Erika Holt
Would you say most of your writing is horror or dark, or
do you write in other genres as well?
Most of my writing is dark. But I’ve also written magazine
articles (I have a degree in journalism), and I’ve dabbled in
mystery. Horror is my first love, though. I tell people I’m a
professional coward.
What do you find most appealing about incorporating
mythology into a story? Have you always been interested
in the Greek myths?
My oldest book of myths has little bite marks on the cover
—my mother caught me chewing on it when I was a baby. So
I can honestly say I cut my teeth on them.
This isn’t the first story I’ve written around a myth. (That
would be “Skulling Medusa.”) To me it feels like working on
home ground.
Your protagonist, Rumer, has been through a lot. How
does she cope? Why does she choose to return to the

maze?
I can’t even imagine how anybody would cope with what
she’s been through. Thank God I don’t have to write that
story. I think she goes back to the maze because she doesn’t
want to deal with the media circus. The Labyrinth is the part
of the sideshow where she’s least likely to be attacked.
Who are some authors that have inspired you?
Rod Serling. Ray Bradbury. Harlan Ellison. Stephen King.
Alice Hoffman.
What are you working on now?
I have half-a-dozen short stories in various stages of doneness. One of them, yes, is written around a myth. I also have
a novel in the works, tentatively titled The Goblin’s Primer. I
resisted starting it for a long time, but finally it just wore me
down.
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Author Spotlight: Katherine Crighton
Lisa Nohealani Morton
Tell us a little bit about “The Inside and the Outside.”
How did you come to write it?
Well, to start with, I wanted to participate in the entire
“Women Destroy” phenomenon to the greatest extent possible
because it’s just such an amazing project and an issue I firmly
believe needs to be brought to the wider attention of the
SF/F-and-beyond community. So I submitted something to
every special issue (and will continue to do so for every one
I’m eligible for). With the horror special, when I found out
Ellen Datlow, an editor whose work I’ve admired for years,
was going to be guest editing, I really went all out trying to
write a story I thought could maybe make it to her inbox.
As for the story itself: I’d been planning for a while to
write something about teeth, although I didn’t quite know
what yet. I already had it on the brain. I played around with a
couple of different scenarios, and what really ended up
sticking was just that first line—“There’s a bear on the other
side of the lake.” Based on a real bear, across a real lake, on a
real Girl Scout camping trip. I liked the rhythm of the words,
and it just went on from there.

What does destroying horror mean to you? What should
we build from the ruins?
This is an odd one for me because I didn’t really achieve it
completely with this story, but here we go:
A lot of horror seems, to me, to be assumed from the male
perspective. And I don’t mean male versus female
protagonists. For instance, when there’s body-horror, the
body we’re assumed to have is male. Sometimes that’s a
neutral—most of us have arms, right? So the vivid description
of a broken bone puncturing through flesh can be imagined
pretty well regardless of the sex of the character or the sex of
the reader.
Sometimes it’s weighted pretty heavily toward the male
perspective, male fears—the first thing that comes to mind is
Chuck Palahniuk’s excellent story “Guts.” I’m never going to
have the full horror experience he describes, but I can put
myself into the story because, as a reader, I’m used to doing
so. I can put myself into the male perspective and claim the
male body as my own.
What I often see when it comes to women’s stories,
though, is a female protagonist, but not a female perspective.
The fears are neutral ones, or even male ones projected onto
a female POV. My story has teeth in it—well, most of us have
teeth. That’s not a stretch. I had a story come out earlier this
year, though, that was specifically about wanting to dig
around inside oneself after a C-section, and the responses to it

were fascinatingly gendered—despite the fact that abdominal
surgery and a mild psychosis can happen to anyone, when
you come right down to it.
Destroying horror, for me, means bringing women’s fears
to the table, over and over, until readers are just as used to
putting themselves into those stories as they are into male
ones. And if not the fears, then at least the bodies; when
choosing, choose female characters.
What are you working on these days? Any exciting
projects or upcoming publications?
I’m one of nature’s slowpoke writers. My most recent
book is an urban fantasy called Blood and Salt, written with
my coauthor under the name Anna Katherine—It was
published five years after the first book in the series, Salt and
Silver (Tor, 2009), came out. We’re looking at having the
third book, Silver and Blood, ready to publish in 2016, with
the idea of avoiding the whole “five years” thing this time
around.
On my own, beyond the usual dozen irons in the fire, I’m
revising an Edwardian romance about fast cars, uncouth
Americans, and mechanically-minded women.
“The Inside and the Outside” draws on the tradition of
campfire ghost stories. Are you a former (or current!)

campfire storyteller? What is it about sitting around in the
dark scaring each other that we like so much?
I was definitely one of the girls in the tent telling stories!
And I still do love telling them. There’s something about the
atmosphere, the willing involvement of everybody present to
immerse themselves in the moment—it’s like theater or
church. A different frequency of reality that we’re all tuning
in on.
What’s a scarier horror villain to you: a supernatural
monster, or a human one?
Oh, wow, I don’t even know how to answer that. Humans
are scary because I know they’re real; monsters are scary
because I’m afraid they’re real too.
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Author Spotlight: Livia Llewellyn
Jude Griffin
How did this story come about?
Over the past year, I’ve been writing a number of short
vignettes for what may or may not someday be a novel. I’ve
had this idea in my head about a suburban neighborhood that
“goes off,” so to speak—somehow, for some unknown
reason, it physically and supernaturally rots and changes, and
that in turn affects anything living in the blighted area (people,
insects, fauna, flora), who either fight back or succumb. This
particular story started out as one of the vignettes, just a
couple hundred words about one of the houses in this
neighborhood and what happens to the family living in it. But
once I finished the first several paragraphs, I decided I needed
to push to the end to find out what happened. That’s how it
turned into a story.
The story is in turns formal and then lyrical: can you talk
about the choices you made about how language
underpinned the story arc? The power of lyricism paired
with horror?
I have to confess that I didn’t give any thought to structure

when I was writing it. Unlike everything else I’ve written,
which has been either deliberately baroque or deliberately
spare and modern in language, this was sort of all over the
place; there was no consistency between one paragraph and
the next—and for once, I went with it. I tried very hard to just
let it pour out and not censor or manipulate the odd shifts in
tone. And it was a bit unsettling because I wasn’t sure where I
was headed with the end or what point I was trying to make
by writing it. This is one of the few times I’ve felt very lost
during the process. When I finished and had read it over a
couple of times, I thought, well, this isn’t like anything I’ve
written before, so maybe it’s crap? I have no idea. And this is
where having an editor like Ellen and a beta reader like Robert
Levy comes in handy because like many (i.e., most) writers,
I’m pretty much the worst judge of my work. Needless to say,
they did not think it was crap.
Which writers, in horror or further afield, do you most
admire for their command of language?
Lately, I’ve been rereading old favorites from the theater
section of my bookshelves. Right now in my “currently
reading” book pile, there’s Robinson Jeffer’s Medea and
Robert Grave’s Greek translations—very formal in meter and
yet almost erotic in their use of imagery. Same for the plays of
Christopher Fry, in particular The Lady’s Not For Burning;
and Normand Chaurette’s The Queens, which is a sumptuous

and extremely vicious retelling of the events of the War of the
Roses (specifically Richard III), with an all-female cast. I’m
also reading Baudelaire’s Le Spleen de Paris, and (okay,
here’s one contemporary writer!) Peter Dubé’s Conjure: A
Book of Spells, which is a book of beautifully-crafted prose
poems that I picked up at Readercon.
And one more contemporary writer who I particularly
want to single out: Joseph S. Pulver. He’s typically compared
to a Lovecraftian version of the Beats, but his next short
fiction collection, A House of Hollow Wounds (which I
believe is coming out later this year), is in my opinion closer
in style and emotional tone to writers like Baudelaire,
Huysmans, and Rodenbach. It’s both wildly modern and
original, and yet evokes those unsettling gothic and classical
“vast chthonic wilderness pressing against the slender marble
columns of civilization” themes that are like heroin to me.
Dark, poetic, sexual, obsessive, and exquisitely hallucinatory,
yet still just formal enough in structure and meter to keep it as
sharp and exacting as a whip—that’s the type of writing I’m
seeking out as a reader nowadays, and Pulver writes exactly
what I love.
Why did you choose an abandoned neighborhood as the
setting?
It’s not just any abandoned neighborhood—and it’s not
actually abandoned. When my parents first moved to

Washington State from Alaska, they settled in a part of
Tacoma that wasn’t fully developed—it was the early sixties,
and many areas of the Pacific Northwest were still flat-out
wilderness. The street we lived on was surrounded on one
side by another completely ordinary neighborhood of small
mid-century ranch houses and cottages, and on the other side
by some of the thickest, darkest forest you’ve ever seen
outside of a Grimm fairy tale. We’d be having a family picnic
on our perfect green lawn neatly edged with beauty bark and
flowers, and just across the fence all you could see were
massive evergreens dripping with ravens, and ferns the size of
dinosaurs. Of course, over time, the trees were chopped down
and sawed into bits, and a new neighborhood of skeletal
house frames and gravel driveways started to take their place.
But for some reason construction stopped, and for a few
years only half the houses were finished. It was like living next
door to some land-locked, wooden-boned leviathan, rotting
away in the wilderness after a terrible battle to the death with
the rusting construction equipment that was left behind. And
of course, all our parents yelled at us not to go near the area
because it was dangerous, and of course, we all did anyway. I
had to write about it. I’m sure I’ll write about it again.
Do you use any visual methods to build your
story/characters, for instance, collaging or collecting
images on Pinterest?

I have a Pinterest account, but I’ve pretty much abandoned
it—I only ever used it to post pictures of ridiculously
expensive clothes and weird kitchen equipment, but never as a
place to display artwork or photos for WIPs or finished
stories. When I do need visual cues, which is maybe for every
other story I write, I create a folder on my flash drive and
stick everything in there. But the photos and art are primarily
to get a sense of time and place—I look at maps and
architecture and geography, but never people. No celebrity
casting, or anything like that. For example, a novelette I’ll be
writing later this year will take place in Leuven, Belgium—
specifically in the Groot Begijnhof, where I spent several
weeks in a sixteenth-century house. I took a ton of photos of
the houses and canals; I downloaded some maps—because I’ll
need to remember what it was like to live there when I start
writing. I’ve done the same thing for stories set in Ellensburg,
Washington, and for “Omphalos,” which was set in the
Olympic Mountain Range and Peninsula. Just last month I
bought a fifty-year-old brochure of The Crest Motel in
Victoria, British Columbia—it’s a (now demolished) motel my
family vacationed in during the sixties and seventies, which
will be showing up in another novelette that’s in progress.
Basically any time I’m writing about a very unique, particular
place, or a very specific time period, I use visual aids. For
those who are curious, I didn’t use photos or art for “Biting
Down,” because I didn’t have to—it’s become one of those
places that now lives better in my memories than in photos. I

did, however, listen to some pretty creepy music. I highly
recommend the soundtrack to the movie Sinister—it’s insane.
What would you like to look back upon in your writing ten
years from now?
Well, I started writing ten years ago in the summer of
2004. And looking back on those ten years, I can say that I’m
proud of my small body of work. It hasn’t been read or
reviewed much, but I have a few fans, authors and editors
who like and champion my fiction, so that’s good enough.
And that has to be enough. Because I think you only get so
long to make an impression, and in that time, outside factors
(people, cultural trends, industry shifts, etc.) pretty much
decide who you are and if you’re important, and that can
often set the tone for your career. And the tone of my career
has been set: the next ten years, no matter what I accomplish
in terms of writing, even if it includes a novel, probably won’t
be much different than these first ten years have been. In
2024, I’ll look back on the same thing I’m looking back on
now—a quiet career as a writer who is very much on the
periphery of the genre writing world, and not one of the cool
insiders or influential superluminaries or Big Names. And
that’s fine with me. Because first of all, I can only control that
part of the process where I sit down at the desk, turn the
thoughts in my head into stories, and send them to the editors
—the rest is largely out of my control. And second—as

blasphemous as this may be for a writer to admit—I’m more
interested in looking back on my life from 2024 and thinking
about accomplishments other than writing. I want to look
back and be able to say that I’m living in a better place, I’m in
better health, and I did interesting things that made me happy.
Because those are the things I need to do in order to continue
writing. Yes, it’d be great if I got on a panel at Readercon or
won an award in the next ten years, but honestly? I’d be
better off if I moved to a new apartment, or traveled to
Patagonia, or got a dog. Especially a dog. I would really love
a dog.
What in horror needs destroying?
I would like to destroy this notion that some editors have
that there seems to be a lack of women writing horror (not
“dark fiction.” I mean horror. Real. Damn. Horror.), or that
they’re unable to find new and different women writers to
contribute to their various anthologies, which is why they can
only invite the same two or three women to contribute to their
anthologies. And if those women aren’t able to submit stories,
then there’s nothing else to be done. Well, I guarantee that
more than two or three women are writing horror—women all
over the world are writing the fuck out of horror and
knocking it out of the ballpark, because this is a golden age
for us as much as it is for the men. And yes, I realize that
many editors may feel they simply don’t have the time to seek

out new, or any, women horror writers while attending to their
myriad editorial duties. However, writers are told over and
over again: if you want to be good, if you want to improve,
then you have to make the time to read and you have to keep
reading, you have to read deep and wide and far. So, here’s
what I think: if you’re an editor and you want to be good and
you want to improve (and by improve, I mean “expand,
strengthen, and diversify your contributor/invite list to include
more women”), you need to do the exact same thing. You
need to read. And if you do that, you’ll find as many women
writing horror as you need.
Any new projects you want to tell us about?
Next year, I have a novella due to Brian Keene for a
project he’s briefly mentioned online but not revealed specific
details about—I’ll leave it to him to make the full, official
announcement, but I will say that it’s set in an office building
in my fictional South American Lovecraftian megalopolis of
Obsidia, and it’ll be similar in style to “Her Deepness.” In the
meantime, I’m finishing a very large number of short story
and novelette invites, most of which are due by the end of the
year, in addition to continuing work on my novel, which is
about fifty-percent complete. I have enough short fiction for a
second collection, but a lot of those stories have been sold but
not yet published. I’m not quite sure how to query publishers
with a collection that I only have half the rights to, so, yeah,

that’s currently on hold. But that’s okay. I just keep on keepin’
on, as they say in the language of my people.
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Author Spotlight: Joyce Carol Oates
Lisa Nohealani Morton
Tell us a little bit about “Martyrdom.” What was your
frame of mind when you wrote it?
It is an experimental horror tale in “voices”—an
exploration of the intersection between horror and feminism.
But then, at its conclusion, it reveals itself as a critique of its
very genre: (darkly) playful, (blackly) comic.
When the Women Destroy Horror issue was announced as
a stretch goal during the Kickstarter campaign, it was
with the declaration that “horror has it coming.” Do you
agree? Is a little destruction now and then good for the
health of a genre?
This is a lively and rousing battle cry. But the horror genre
has been alive and very well for centuries.
What are you working on right now?
A review of a novel set in Auschwitz. There, and in similar
places of actual, existential horror, there is no place for genre.
And I am completing a novel about a man who has suffered

extreme memory loss as a consequence of encephalitis—brain
swelling. The loss of memory is a loss of personality—it is an
experience that will be horrific for many of us, yet it is not
“horror fiction,” but simply realistic fiction. Perhaps this is the
ultimate statement on horror fiction as genre—where the
horrific images are entertaining, they are not “realistic”—thus,
we imagine that we control them. In so-called realistic fiction,
there is no scrim, no barrier, no framing device—just the
rawness of what is. My novel is titled The Man Without a
Shadow—perhaps I am anticipating a time in my own life
when my memory will have corroded, and much that we all
take for granted is no longer accessible. Will I—will you—still
be “ourselves” in that case? To be shadowless is—? To be
merely human, or somehow less-than-human? Yet, The Man
Without a Shadow is also a love story, and perhaps it is a
gothic tale as well. As the “gothic” springs from the human
brain, it is appropriate that the ultimate gothic tale is about an
actual, afflicted, yet still living human brain.
What scares you the most when you’re reading fiction?
An intriguing question! Long ago I was truly “scared”—at
times—by reading such children’s books as Alice in
Wonderland and Alice Through the Looking-Glass. These
profound reading experiences have endured through the years
—it is a sense of anxiety and dread that Lewis Carroll so
successfully arouses in his remarkable story for “children”—

but then quells, for it is revealed that Alice has just been
sleeping, and dreaming the Wonderland and Looking-Glass
Worlds. What a relief!
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Author Spotlight: Tanith Lee
Wendy N. Wagner
After I finished reading “Black and White Sky,” even the
robins in my backyard looked spooky. Could you look at
birds while you were working on this piece?
I always look at birds, loving them, just as I do all animals
(including snakes). In fact the magpie is a favourite, as anyone
who read my Venus books (especially Faces Under Water and
Venus Preserved) may have seen. I did apologise to our local
magpies for some of the story’s implications, but pointed out
too that the ancient horrible myth about them I had attempted
to rectify (in the story’s last pages). They forgave me, I think:
our garden still abounds with them, as with everything else.
I really enjoyed your use of tense in this story. Some
sections are told from George’s point of view, using the
past tense; others are in a more remote point of view, and
use the present. What led you to that choice? Do you use
present tense very often?
As so often, I didn’t choose the differing use of tenses—it
chose itself. I liked the effect, though, and when I’d finished,
the whole reminded me of a radio play, the past tense

resembling dramatic ensemble scenes, present tense being
employed in that case by a narrator.
In the story, you point out—or rather, George points out
—that the magpies in this story are frightening, like the
birds in Daphne du Maurier’s The Birds, but that they
behave very differently than the birds in that novella. Both
pieces seem to be discussing human relationships to
nature and our deeper symbolic relationships to birds. Did
The Birds influence your piece?
Du Maurier is a genius much loved by me. Though her
Rebecca is a “romantic thriller,” it coldly steams with
horror(s). And her supernatural fiction—The Home on the
Strand, so many short stories—are entirely terrifying. The
Birds is a Master/Mistress piece, inviolable and quite
uncopyable. I suspect it may well have been a dark, dark
inspiration, though maturing since my early teens when first I
read it. But I could hardly write a Bird-Armageddon take (nor
someone like George “live” through one) without respectfully
mentioning her story.
Magpies have this tremendous amount of folklore
connected to them. What do you think makes them so
captivating to human imagination?

They are very (extra) strange birds. Like their
near-“relations”—crows, rooks, jackdaws, etc.—they’re very
intelligent. They hop and lurch about on the ground like
Olivier’s Richard III, but launched on air are graceful as
swans, their Egyptian hieroglyphic markings profoundly
wonderful. The way they got their bad, unlucky reputation
seems to spring from that nasty little myth (also in Sky’s last
pages) I mentioned earlier.
Is there anything else you’d like to tell us about this piece
and its origins?
Well, we saw it, or a (luckily brief) example, my husband,
(writer/artist) John Kaiine, and I. We were walking along the
side of a road out among fields and woods and saw a magpie
go up—straight up, not deviating—then, at regular intervals,
another and another also rose, all single, all ascending,
vanishing in the spring clouds above. About ten or twelve, I
think, in all. We were both taken with this, hadn’t seen a flight
quite like it before, and haven’t since. John suggested there
seemed a dark and peculiar story there, given the magpie’s
folkloric “form.” It seems there was.
The last line of this story (“And in the east the sun has
risen, is visibly rising, like the pitiless eye of Man
Himself”) is absolutely chilling. It feels like a pretty strong

condemnation of our species. Is that a pessimism that you
feel personally, or did it come out of something else?
Thank you. It chilled me too, rigid. Again, as I so often
explain, I don’t seem to coin these observations, they just—
arrive. Nevertheless, even if it is, I don’t agree with this as just
criticism. Where most humans are crass, cruel, “thoughtless”
and “greedy,” it normally arises from their understandable
driven-to-the-wall desperation, their built in need and urge to
survive. So, okay (and discounting Big Business), put us
somewhere where we can so often get by through making a
mess or grabbing a necessity, and then castigate us as
profligate and wicked. If there is a “magpie” criticism of
Mankind, it is probably more to do with our guilt-laden
judgment on ourselves. If you keep piling shame and guilt on
someone, they’ll often—if they believe it—give up and
become what they’re accused of being. The only way we’ll
ever “improve” is to stop blaming ourselves, and others, for
things we cannot help, and try to sort out the rest of the
muddle in good faith. We make mistakes, but we are not,
most of us, bad. Just painted that way. Like the magpie.
What projects do you have coming up in the near future
that we should look out for?
Projects: Launching soon, with Immanion Press (UK), a
Lee Ghost Story collection—some previously published, plus

original, new titles. And something like that with Telos (UK)
on vampires. Some other similar projects in the offing, here
and in the States. Additionally, in the not too distant future, a
reprint will occur of quite a few earlier titles, in the U.S. I’m
also aiming (at last) finally to write the sixth Flat Earth novel
—also for the U.S., now that someone wants to print it!
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Author Spotlight: A.R. Morlan
Caroline Ratajski
The voice of this piece is quite strong, and I found it
carried me through the story like a river. What was your
process for developing this voice, or did it simply come
naturally to you?
My literary “voice” has more or less come to me naturally,
although when I’ve created works which deal with specific
historical time periods, I have tried to read works generated
during that era, in order to at least loosely match the narrative
style common to that time period. But for most of my work,
I’ve tried to just speak the way I think; I have the condition
which used to be called Asperger’s, and for me, it has meant
that my writing “voice” is my strongest—when it comes to
trying to speak to someone in person, or on the phone, I
“sound” totally different. I can’t even dictate my stories
verbally—I have to physically write them down. Many people
with my condition (which in itself can affect virtually every
person who has it differently) do rely strongly on written vs.
oral communication, and I suspect that this has also had an
influence on my work. Many years ago, when I’d just
graduated high school, I spent a week down in Madison
attending a writer’s workshop held by the Wisconsin Junior
Academy of Arts and Sciences, and the way we submitted

works to be critiqued by the staff was a “blind” process (we
each picked a pen name and wrote our pieces using that
name, which the people doing the critiquing used to ID
everyone’s work; after the pieces were critiqued, they’d be
placed in a manila folder marked with the pen name and left
in a box for us to pick up the next day), but by the end of the
workshop, I was getting written critiques which stressed how
strong my “voice” was as a writer . . . and when the people
doing the critiques found out that I was the person they’d
been praising on paper, it was a shock to them, since they’d
dismissed me in person as something of a wimpy, tentative
person who wasn’t able to withstand the group critiques of
my work (the students would be placed in groups of five and
would read/critique each other’s work without staff
supervision, and unfortunately, these sessions usually ended
up being little more than exercises in bullying, with the kids
from the big cities putting down the small-town kids). The
only thing the staff did mention to me about my work (which
included poems, some prose, and even some attempts at
nonfiction—we could write whatever we wanted to that week)
was that my nonfiction tended to be a bit stiff and less inviting
than my poetry/prose.
Who inspired Edan Westmisley’s character, if anyone?
To answer that, I do need to digress just a bit; when I was
a child, I grew up in a very abusive environment (verbal,

emotional, sexual, and occasionally physical), and as a result
of that, I had a lot of very horrible nightmares, some of which
I can still remember clearly close to fifty years later. One of
the absolute worst occurred when I was about seven years old
or so. In this nightmare, I was sitting up in a balcony box seat
in what looked like an opera house of some sort—the place
was dark, but enough light spilled onto the seats and
surrounding walls from the center spotlight to make it clear
that this was some kind of auditorium surrounding a center
stage—and my mother and her mother were sitting near me,
forcing me to watch the figure in the spotlight . . . a woman
who’d been skinned alive, who was wearing what looked like
a ballgown out of a fairytale (big full satin skirt that reflected
the lights, in a lavender color, an off-the-shoulder wraparound bodice in a lighter hue, and a very tightly cinched
waistline), only her body and head were shiny and bloody,
like something out of one of those Hellraiser films from
many years later, and she had her arms held down by her
sides, fists clenched, and she was singing, loudly, but I can’t
recall what she sounded like. And just before I woke up,
someone near me said that she was being punished for not
doing . . . something. It was so vivid I’ve never been able to
forget it. That image is what the narrator sees when she opens
up the envelope of photos of the sirens; I needed to get it out,
but even then, I wasn’t able to go into much detail per se in
the story. It was just so gruesome . . . and the worst part is, I
know what made me dream something like that—ever since I

can remember, my mother and her mother would constantly
threaten to hurt or even kill me if I ever did anything which
displeased them. Things like, “We’ll slit your throat if you
ever say that again,” or, “I’ll put my fist through your face!”
So the character of Edan Westmisley was inspired by the two
people who kept me isolated and terrorized all through my
childhood, my mother and her mother. They controlled me,
they brainwashed me, they constantly reminded me, “We own
you!” Both of them were control freaks in private, and
subservient drones in their working lives, and they took out
their frustrations on me on a daily basis. But physically I
modeled the character after a fellow who was one of the
administrators at the college I attended in the late 1970s; he’d
had a bout of skin cancer which left his face looking much
like what I’d described in the novelette—the man was
perfectly nice, but difficult to look at.
This piece is tied heavily to Greek mythology. What about
Greek mythology intrigues you the most, and why did you
decide to use it in this story?
For me, Greek mythology (plus mythology from other
countries as well, since many of them share common
archetypes, etc.) has always contained a certain, “What if this
might’ve happened . . . in some slightly different form?”
possibility. Back when I was in high school and college, Erich
Von Danniken’s Chariots of the Gods et al. were very popular

reading, and since I was also reading about mythology for my
high school and later on college reading courses, I realized
that many things he wrote about dovetailed nicely with the
existing myths from Greek culture. After reading his
speculative nonfiction and the mythology, it came to me that
there was a remote possibility that the Greeks (as well as the
other cultures whose mythology bore a strong thematic
resemblance to the Greek myths) may well have encountered
alien anthropological expeditions, perhaps visiting races who
—when they realized that they were here on their own, with
no chance of being censured or stopped by whoever sent
them here for whatever original purpose—either went off
script from whatever protocols they originally had barring
visitor/native contact, or these visitors simply had a very
different sort of moral compass to begin with and just started
messing with the indigenous humans out of curiosity,
boredom, or . . . whatever made them do the things which
eventually became the core of Greek mythology. This ancient
astronaut theory actually explained (at least to me) the
common themes in myths generated by peoples who were, at
that time, living in widely spaced geographic areas with little
or no chance of contact with each other. And given the
personality traits displayed by these so-called gods, it isn’t
difficult to speculate that at least one of these alien observers
was an Alpha male, while others may’ve been practical jokers,
or rigid adherents to order, etc. It might also explain why
these gods were so eager to interact with the lowly humans

around them; they may well have wanted to mingle with the
natives, or some of them may have been power-trippers who
needed to frighten and impress their study subjects. I used
mythology in this work as a metaphor for the type of power
some people have in regard to their wealth and the attributes
of theirs which helped them achieve that degree of wealth and
power in the first place. That level of power would, I thought,
culminate in a desire to not only control, but totally dominate
another living creature . . . and in this situation, I thought the
ultimate show of power would be to bring down and
thoroughly subdue a being (or beings) more inherently
powerful than the man of power. I guess it comes down to a
force of will; some people have this need to not only conquer,
but utterly destroy that which they seek to overpower and
control. Much like I was controlled, then squashed, by my
mother and her mother . . .
In celebration of the Women Destroy Horror! special
issue, which female writers have you felt most influenced
and inspired by, horror or otherwise?
Mary Shelley was an early influence on me; while most of
the horror science fiction writers I read early on in my life
were male, she was the one whose vision frightened me the
most—even though she wrote only one novel in the genre, it
was so perfect that she didn’t need any follow-up. Plus I was
attracted to the fact that she’d had a dream about an undead

creature and created a work of fiction based on that—it gave
me the idea that I might be able to turn some of my worst
nightmares into something more positive. Later on, I also
enjoyed the work of Ursula K. LeGuin and James Tiptree, Jr.
(Alice Sheldon), but those works didn’t influence my own
fiction as heavily.
What work do you have out now or forthcoming, and what
are you working on now?
I have four upcoming short story collections in the pipeline
at Wildside Press; right now they have working titles, which
may or may not last throughout the actual publication process,
but I can say that they are a mix of all-horror, all-science
fiction, plus some mixed-bag works (one has several poems of
mine, plus a nonfiction piece), with general themes like
celebrities, childhood traumas, etc. The late Robert Reginald
at Borgo Press had assembled them from some larger
collections of more rigidly-themed works (as in, all-SF, allhorror) collections I’d assembled and submitted a few years
ago, so he came up with the new themes and titles for the
collections. He was in the final stages of work on one called
The Second-Most Beautiful Woman in the World when he
passed last November, and at that point, everything associated
with Borgo Press (an imprint of Wildside Press) was in flux
for many weeks while John Betancourt took over the long list
of contracted works which Mr. Reginald had been working

on, in addition to the projects Mr. Betancourt had been
working on for Wildside. Earlier this year I got word that all
the contracted collections which Mr. Reginald had assembled
would be published eventually; since I am totally computer
illiterate, and Mr. Reginald and his wife, Mary, had been
transcribing my work into computer format (first scanning it,
then typing it directly into their computers when many of my
photocopies of published stories did not scan very
successfully), my work has been a bit more difficult and timeconsuming to get into a format which can be downloaded by
the folks at Wildside. So I don’t know when they will be
coming out, but I have been told they will be published soon.
Since virtually all magazines and other publications are mainly
online-submission only, I’ve had to stop creating any new
fiction; I haven’t written any new works since 2009.
The past few years have been very traumatic personally;
I’ve had problems with my mother ever since her mother
passed in 1999, and a few years ago she moved out, and right
after that my father and his family “found” me after losing
touch with me for fifty years (it turns out I’d been kidnapped
after my mother lost custody of me; rather than turn me over
to my father, she and her mother took me out of state,
halfway across the country, and he wasn’t able to find me),
which created a great deal of stress and unhappiness for me;
finding out that I should’ve had another type of life rather
than the constant abuse and neglect which I did end up
enduring was quite an emotional shock to me. And when my

father and his relatives told me that my accounts of what had
happened to me were upsetting them—and subsequently
ordered me to never mention any of it to them!—I ended up
spending several years mired in a PTSD haze, until I finally
decided to sever all contact with him and them earlier this
year. I had to do it to regain my own sanity; as it is, I’m still
not in a condition to begin writing again, but Mr. Betancourt
and Mr. Reginald’s widow have been urging me to try and
produce some more fiction, so depending on whether or not I
can shake the lingering upset over what’s happened to me in
the past, I might eventually try generating some new fiction.
But since it would be impossible for me to submit it
anywhere, I would have to rely on someone at Wildside being
able to convert it into a computer-ready format, and given all
the backlog facing the staff at Wildside right now, dumping
even more hardcopy material on them right now would be
inconsiderate to all the other Borgo/Wildside writers who have
material in the pipeline. But I am thrilled that “. . . Warmer”
will find a new audience in Nightmare Magazine, and I do
hope that the readers will enjoy the time spent reading it over.
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Coming up in November, in Nightmare . . .
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Killing Monsters”), along with reprints by Karin Tidbeck
(“Rebecka”) and David Morrell (“For These and All My
Sins”).
We also have the latest installment of our column on
horror, “The H Word,” plus author spotlights with our
authors, a showcase on our cover artist, and a feature
interview with Ransom Riggs.
It’s another great issue, so be sure to check it out. And
while you’re at it, tell a friend about Nightmare.
Thanks for reading!
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Whitney L. Robinson; William Leisner; William Preston;
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Subscriptions & Ebooks
If you enjoy reading Nightmare, please consider subscribing.
It’s a great way to support the magazine, and you’ll get your
issues in the convenient ebook format of your choice. You
can subscribe directly from our website, via Weightless
Books, or via Amazon.com. For more information, visit
nightmare-magazine.com/subscribe.
We also have individual ebook issues available at a variety of
ebook vendors, and we now have Ebook Bundles available in
the Nightmare ebookstore, where you can buy in bulk and
save! Buying a Bundle gets you a copy of every issue
published during the named period. Buying either of the halfyear Bundles saves you $3 (so you’re basically getting one
issue for free), or if you spring for the Year One Bundle,
you’ll save $11 off the cover price. So if you need to catch up
on Nightmare, that’s a great way to do so. Visit nightmaremagazine.com/store for more information.

About the Editors
Ellen Datlow
Guest Editor & Fiction Editor
Ellen Datlow has been editing sf/f/h short fiction for over
thirty years. She was fiction editor of OMNI Magazine and
SCIFICTION and currently acquires and edits stories for
Tor.com. She has edited more than fifty anthologies, including
the annual The Best Horror of the Year, Lovecraft’s Monsters,
Fearful Symmetries, Nightmare Carnival, The Cutting Room,
and Queen Victoria’s Book of Spells (the latter two with Terri
Windling). Forthcoming are The Doll Collection and The
Monstrous. She’s won multiple World Fantasy Awards, Locus
Awards, Hugo Awards, Stoker Awards, International Horror
Guild Awards, Shirley Jackson Awards, and the 2012 Il Posto
Nero Black Spot Award for Excellence as Best Foreign
Editor. Datlow was named recipient of the 2007 Karl Edward
Wagner Award, given at the British Fantasy Convention for
“outstanding contribution to the genre;” she has been honored
with the Life Achievement Award given by the Horror Writers
Association in acknowledgment of superior achievement over
an entire career and the World Fantasy Life Achievement
Award for 2014, which is presented annually to individuals
who have demonstrated outstanding service to the fantasy
field.

Lisa Morton
Nonfiction Editor
Lisa Morton is a screenwriter, author of nonfiction books,
award-winning prose writer, and Halloween expert whose
work was described by the American Library Association’s
Readers’ Advisory Guide to Horror as “consistently dark,
unsettling, and frightening.” Her short fiction has appeared in
dozens of anthologies and magazines, including The
Mammoth Book of Dracula, Dark Delicacies, The Museum
of Horrors, and Cemetery Dance, and in 2010 her first novel,
The Castle of Los Angeles, received the Bram Stoker Award
for First Novel. Recent books include the graphic novel Witch
Hunts: A Graphic History of the Burning Times (co-written
with Rocky Wood, illustrated by Greg Chapman), and Trick
or Treat: A History of Halloween. Also recent are the
novellas Summer’s End and Smog, and the novel Malediction.
A lifelong Californian, she lives in North Hollywood and can
be found online at lisamorton.com.
Wendy N. Wagner
Managing Editor
Wendy N. Wagner grew up in a town so small it didn’t even
have its own post office, and the bookmobile’s fortnightly visit
was her lifeline to the world. Her short fiction has appeared in
magazines and anthologies including Beneath Ceaseless

Skies, The Lovecraft eZine, Armored, The Way of the Wizard,
and Heiresses of Russ 2013: The Year’s Best Lesbian
Speculative Fiction. Her first novel, Skinwalkers, is a
Pathfinder Tales adventure. An avid gamer and gardener, she
lives in Portland, Oregon, with her very understanding family.
Follow her on Twitter @wnwagner.
Gabrielle de Cuir
Podcast Producer
Gabrielle de Cuir has narrated over one hundred titles
specializing in fantasy, humor, and titles requiring extensive
foreign language and accent skills. Her “velvet touch” as an
actors’ director has earned her a special place in the
audiobook world as the foremost choice for best-selling
authors and celebrities. She is the writer and director of the
Award winning short film The Delivery, which deals with an
Alice-in-Wonderland version of audiobooks. Her own film
credits include Ghostbusters, American President, and Fright
Night. She spent her childhood in Rome growing up with her
wildly artistic and cinematic father, John de Cuir, four-time
Academy Award winning Production Designer, an upbringing
that taught her to be fluent in Romance languages and to have
an unusual appetite for visual delights.
Galen Dara

Art Director
Galen Dara sits in a dark corner listening to the voices in her
head. She has a love affair with the absurd and twisted, and
an affinity for monsters, mystics, and dead things. She has
illustrated for 47North, Edge Publishing, Lightspeed, Fireside
Magazine, Apex Publications, Lackington’s, and Goblin
Fruit. Recent book covers include War Stories, Glitter &
Mayhem, and Oz Reimagined. She won the 2013 Hugo for
Best Fan Artist and was nominated for the 2014 Hugo for
Best Professional Artist. Her website is galendara.com, and
you can follow her on Twitter @galendara.

