














Best New Horror


Joe Hill


[image: image]




Also by Joe Hill from Gollancz:


 
Heart-Shaped Box
20th Century Ghosts
Horns
NOS4R2


 


Available as eBook only:
Best New Horror 
20th Century Ghost


Pop Art 
You Will Hear the Locust Sing
Abraham’s Boys
Better than Home
The Black Phone 
In the Rundown 
The Cape 
Last Breath
The Widow’s Breakfast
Bobby Conroy Comes Back from the Dead
My Father’s Mask 
Voluntary Committal
In the Tall Grass (with Stephen King)*


 


*also available as audio download



        Best New Horror

    


A month before his deadline, Eddie Carroll ripped open a manila envelope, and a magazine called The True North Literary Review slipped out into his hands. Carroll was used to getting magazines in the mail, although most of them had titles like Cemetery Dance and specialised in horror fiction. People sent him their books, too. Piles of them cluttered his Brookline townhouse, a heap on the couch in his office, a stack by the coffee maker. Books of horror stories, all of them.

No one had time to read them all, although once – when he was in his early thirties and just starting out as the editor of America’s Best New Horror – he had made a conscientious effort to try. Carroll had guided sixteen volumes of Best New Horror to press, had been working on the series for over a third of his life now. It added up to thousands of hours of reading and proofing and letter-writing, thousands of hours he could never have back. He had come to hate the magazines especially. So many of them used the cheapest ink, and he had learned to loathe the way it came off on his fingers, the harsh stink of it.

He didn’t finish most of the stories he started any more, couldn’t bear to. He felt weak at the thought of reading another story about vampires having sex with other vampires. He tried to struggle through Lovecraft pastiches, but at the first painfully serious reference to the Elder Gods, he felt some important part of him going numb inside, the way a foot or a hand will go to sleep when the circulation is cut off. He feared the part of him being numbed was his soul.

At some point following his divorce, his duties as the editor of Best New Horror had become a tiresome and joyless chore. He thought sometimes, hopefully almost, of stepping down, but he never indulged the idea for long. It was twelve-thousand dollars a year in the bank, the cornerstone of an income patched together from other anthologies, his speaking engagements and his classes. Without that twelve grand, his personal worst-case scenario would become inevitable: he would have to find an actual job.

The True North Literary Review was unfamiliar to him, a literary journal with a cover of rough-grained paper, an ink print on it of leaning pines. A stamp on the back reported that it was a publication of Kathadan University in upstate New York. When he flipped it open, two stapled pages fell out, a letter from the editor, an English professor named Harold Noonan.

The winter before, Noonan had been approached by a part-time man with the university grounds crew, a Peter Kilrue. He had heard Noonan had been named the editor of True North, and was taking open submissions, and asked him to look at a short story. Noonan promised he would, more to be polite than anything else. But when he finally read the manuscript, ‘Buttonboy: A Love Story’, he was taken aback by both the supple force of its prose and the appalling nature of its subject matter. Noonan was new in the job, replacing the just-retired editor of twenty years, Frank McDane, and wanted to take the journal in a new direction, to publish fiction that would ‘rattle a few cages’.

‘In that I was perhaps too successful,’ Noonan wrote. Shortly after ‘Buttonboy’ appeared in print, the head of the English department held a private meeting with Noonan to verbally assail him for using True North as a showcase for ‘juvenile literary practical jokes’. Nearly fifty people cancelled their subscriptions – no laughing matter for a journal with a circulation of just a thousand copies – and the alumnus who provided most of True North’s funding withdrew her financial support in outrage. Noonan himself was removed as editor, and Frank McDane agreed to oversee the magazine from retirement, in response to the popular outcry for his return.

Noonan’s letter finished:

    
        I remain of the opinion that (whatever its flaws), ‘Buttonboy’ is a remarkable, if genuinely distressing, work of fiction, and I hope you’ll give it your time. I admit I would find it personally vindicating if you decided to include it in your next anthology of the year’s best horror fiction.

        I would tell you to enjoy, but I’m not sure that’s the word.

         Best,

        Harold Noonan
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