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“Can a horror story be beautiful? Wild Spaces tells a terrible truth in the most achingly beautiful way.” Alma Katsu, author of The Fervor

“Wild Spaces is an eldritch coming-of-age-story done right. It’s lyrical, emotionally complex, creepy, and there’s not a drop of poisonous nostalgia. I loved it and I can’t stop thinking about it.” Paul Tremblay, author of The Cabin at the End of the World and The Pallbearers Club

“If you mix Flannery O’Connor’s sense of Southern grotesquerie with Shirley Jackson’s tales of everyday horror, you get Shaw Coney. What a stellar debut.” Sara Paretsky, New York Times bestselling writer and creator of the V.I. Warshawski crime novels

“Wildly imaginative and gorgeously written. I was hooked from the first word to the last.” Kelley Armstrong, New York Times bestselling author

“Compulsive. Once I started, I couldn’t put it down. Wild Spaces is reminiscent of Ray Bradbury and Robert McCammon, full of equal parts wonder and horror. Tense, atmospheric and visceral.” A.C. Wise, Stoker and World Fantasy Award finalist

“S.L. Coney’s innate understanding of both people and monsters makes Wild Spaces a sublime read.” Priya Sharma, author of Ormeshadow and the award-winning collection All the Fabulous Beasts

“Wild Spaces is a visceral, haunting, original story that takes the best of cosmic horror and pairs it with familial love in a way that tugs at your heartstrings as it continuously raises the levels of horror. It’s Hereditary meets The Fisherman with a dash of The Dark Tower. One of my favorite authors writing today.” Richard Thomas, Bram Stoker, Shirley Jackson, and Thriller Award nominee

“Atmospheric, humming with menace, heartbreaking, beautifully written, S.L. Coney’s Wild Spaces is a glass-bottomed boat ride across waters and into caves teeming with monsters we shouldn’t want to see, and do … at least until we see them, and realize we already know them, and recognize them for what they are. What a thrilling discovery.” Glen Hirshberg, author of Infinity Dreams and the Motherless Children trilogy

“Wild Spaces is a horrifying fever-dream that captures all the intensity and power of youth.” Kelly Robson, Nebula Award-winning author

“A coming-of-age story, but the change in store for the boy is wonderfully unpredictable and so originally weird. Pacing is key to this piece, and the author is brilliant at it.” Jeffrey Ford, author of Ahab’s Return

“Painfully human in the way that only the best fiction manages, and beautifully written with not a wasted word.” Brian Evenson, author of Last Days
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For Ishy, the very best good boy



I



THE DOG shows up at the mint-green house on the edge of the woods a month before the monster arrives, his coat shiny as a new copper penny. Right away, the boy knows he’s special, even though his mother says all dogs make you feel that way. She stands back, an arm crossed over her chest, chewing a thumbnail as she watches the boy and his father both kneeling in the grass of the front yard, petting the animal. He runs his fingers through the dog’s long fur and rubs his soft ears, the shape and size of him reminding the boy of a friend’s golden retriever. The dog’s tail beats the ground as he pants and smiles, eyes half-closed like this is the most blissful thing ever.

“He probably belongs to someone,” she says, speaking around the tip of her thumb.

“He doesn’t have a collar,” his father says, “and he’s pretty skinny.” He leaves the boy and dog in the grass and wraps his arms around his wife from behind, hugging her close. “You’re eating your nail polish again.” His father begins swaying side to side just a little, murmuring into her hair, and his mother shrugs. He smirks and walks two fingers up her arm. She catches his hand before he can tickle her and turns her head, trying not to smile.

“We’ll put an ad in the paper,” his father says.

They wait a week, then two. But no one claims the dog, and finally his mother acquiesces. They name him Teach—after the boy’s favorite pirate—because his father says they can’t call him Blackbeard on account of his red fur, and those weeks before life upends are nearly perfect.

The boy and Teach spend early summer evenings playing baseball in the field by the waterway—the boy always playing third base just like his dad on the Charleston RiverDogs—and being pirates down by the cave on the beach, burying treasure and avoiding the dark where they’re not allowed.

At home, they lie stretched underneath the table, the smell of chicken and pineapple wafting from the oven. His father and mother dance around the kitchen to Glenn Miller on his father’s record player. His mother smiles open-mouthed, lips scarlet red, her curling hair black and shiny. His father, slim and angular with a cleft in his chin and bright, intelligent eyes, brushes his hand over her back as he crosses behind her, resting it on her shoulder as he stirs one of the pots and she slices the bread. They’re movie stars in black and white, a full-orchestra-in-the-background kind of pretty.

At night, the boy’s mother tucks him into bed beneath the Jolly Roger hanging on his wall. He can smell Ivory soap on her hands—crisp and clean as she smooths the covers around him. She tells him she’s writing a new book, about the pirate Madame Cheng, and he pictures his mother leading the Red Flag Fleet against the Portuguese, refusing to stand down.

And in the night, before they sleep, he presses his lips to Teach’s silken ear and tells him secrets—like the bottle rocket hidden under his bed—knowing they’re safe. And Teach, sometimes, tells him some back.

*   *   *

When the boy’s grandfather rolls down the gravel drive in the station wagon, its wooden side panels rattling, he brings something with him. It’s in his mother’s odd, closed-mouth smile and his father’s confused glances. It’s in the shaking under his fingers when Teach growls at the man who climbs out of the car.

The family leaves the porch with the hollow thwack of wood against wood, the screen door bouncing shut behind them. In the gray area between the electric light at the edge of the house and the dark of night, the raccoon sneaking into the outdoor shower retreats, back hunched as he runs.

The old man stands, tall and barrel-chested, his shoulders straight and strong, his unlined face topped by a shiny bald head. He looks less like a grandfather and more like the man on the bottle of cleaner the boy’s mother uses to mop the floor. But the old man’s eyes, those are unmistakable—they’re the same deep, turbulent blue as his mother’s, as his own.

They stand in an uneven huddle, the cicadas’ song swelling around them as the insects devour their way down the coast.

It’s the old man’s shoes that catch the boy’s attention.

The black dress shoes are caked with sand, their hard edges digging into the naked, fleshy roll around the old man’s ankle. They don’t match the board shorts and faded Ron Jon T-shirt he’s wearing. He reminds the boy of the men and women they see along King Street with their knapsacks and cardboard signs, the ones his mother hurries him past.

The old man’s smile is brilliant, eyes bright as the South Carolina sun.

“Dad?” the boy’s mother asks.

The old man pulls her into a hug, chin resting on her shoulder. His mother’s hands flutter over the old man’s back before landing and she wrinkles her nose. The boy has seen this look on her face before, mostly in the kitchen when she peels back a corn husk to find a worm inside, but also when she’s bent over her books, notes scattered around her as she looks for something she needs.

The hug runs long, and his mother’s hands keep lifting from his back as she stands, bent into the hug, the old man’s arms crumpling her into a new and uncomfortable shape. As soon as she puts her hands on his shoulders and starts pushing away, the boy’s father slips an arm around her waist, pulling her back as he sticks his other hand out.

“It’s nice to meet you.”

His father’s words drawl smooth and elegant in a way his mother calls genteel. She tries to emulate it sometimes, making the boy laugh and his father groan and try to hide his smile.

“Stop,” he’ll say. “That’s awful.” And then she laughs too.

But the old man ignores the offered hand, staring at the boy instead. There’s a looseness to his eyes that bothers the boy, the way they push up against his eyelids.

“Married a Southern boy, I see,” his grandfather says.

The summer night feels heavy, and the boy fidgets under his long gaze, searching for a bit of air to dry the dampness from his skin. “Where are you from?”

The old man laughs, a full belly laugh with his mouth wide open. The boy stares. He’s never seen anyone with a tongue and throat so white.

“Oh I like you,” the old man says.

His father drops his hand to his side. “Mr. Franklin—”

His grandfather’s gaze snaps to the boy’s father. “That’s not my name.” He nods his head at the boy’s mother. “Not her name either.”

Teach grumbles at the boy’s side.

There’s a long moment, the boy’s fingers caught in Teach’s fur, and then the old man finally sticks his hand out. “Sorry about that. Getting old and my eyesight’s not so good in the dark.”

His father hesitates before taking the old man’s hand, the muscle in his jaw twitching.

“Sure. Yeah, sure. Nice to meet you, Mr. . . .”

The old man’s smile makes the boy uneasy, though he doesn’t know why.

The conversation comes like the stirring of thick marsh water when something ancient and slow moves at its bottom. The boy slips away, skimming his hand along the side of the station wagon until he gets to the back. The car is dirty, like someone raced it up and down the back roads between the cotton and peanut fields. The boy drags his finger through the dust on the window, first drawing his name and then sketching a picture of Teach. The light shines through the window into the back and the boy catches sight of a surfboard fin, the board stretching across the top of the back seat.

Pressing his nose to the glass, hands cupped around his eyes, he peers inside, looking for a suitcase or maybe a duffel like his father carries on field trips, but there’s no luggage. Just the surfboard and a short wet suit. There’s a large irregular lump beneath the neoprene, the board’s Velcro ankle strap stuck to a patch of carpet. He continues around the car, brushing the edge of darkness as he tries to get a better angle, but from there he can only see a baby’s car seat. The front of the car is littered with fast-food bags, the passenger seat full of those little salt packs they give you at the drive-through.
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THIS MORNING, the sun finds the boy sitting at the base of an oak, his nose clogged, his face tight and itchy. There’s a deep ache, separate from the swelling bruises and the red raw flesh of his stung hands and ankle. The boys in his books always have a plan, but all he has is an empty spot left by his father, the crack of his mother’s spine, and the body of his best friend.


Teach stopped breathing a while ago. Even though the boy removed the stingers—the nematocysts, his father called them—from Teach’s mouth, he couldn’t stop the swelling of his tongue. He holds the dog’s head in his lap, wrapping his arms around his neck while trying to ignore how slack and heavy he is. He presses his face against Teach’s ear, feeling the velvety softness against his nose and catching the fading scent of saltwater and sand mixed with Teach’s warm, doggy smell. There’s something tight wrapped around his chest, squeezing until it hurts to breathe, his throat aching.


“Father was wrong,” he tells him. “Sometimes, being related is all it takes.”


Teach is still tangible, a last piece of himself he can still see, even if he can never get it back. Leaving him there hurts, but the boy can’t stay.


He makes his way through the field, pausing when he catches movement out of the corner of his eye, a shadow trotting beside him, but when he turns and looks there’s nothing there.


In the house, his grandfather’s shaving kit still sits on the table, his pillow and blanket still folded on the couch, but the house is quiet. There’s no rustle of paper from his father’s desk, no humming as his mother makes notes, no clicking of claws on hardwood. He closes his eyes and it’s like he’s not home at all.


Upstairs, his bedroom looks too small to contain everything from his childhood. The blankets hold on to Teach’s russet fur, but the walls are plain—white and smooth, the personality scoured away.


There’s no sign of where his Jolly Roger hung, and his model ship is still in pieces somewhere in the closet. He fists his hands at his sides, but in the end he digs it up. Inside the split hull, he finds the shell his grandfather gave him—broken. He resists the urge to try to fit the edges back together. Some changes are permanent, and some things, once broken, cannot be put back together again.


He waits by the window, watching, and when his grandfather comes, he looks as normal as he ever did. As the boy starts down, he’s aware of the vastness inside, a door leading to new places, to new voices. Blood, he remembers his father telling him, is our own red-tinted ocean, and the ocean, he knows, is where life began.


All he has to do is open himself up.


The boy stops on the threshold of the kitchen, staring at the old man, hating his grin and his sea-colored eyes that remind him of his mother.


“It hurts like hell the first time, but anger helps. Come on, boy, I killed your mama. Get angry at me.”


The anger is already there, so much that he can’t hold it all. He wills it up, out of himself, straining to push his body into a new configuration, but nothing happens.


His grandfather stops smiling. He crosses the room and smacks the boy in the mouth, making it bleed again.


“What’s the matter with you? Don’t you care about nothing?”


The boy covers his lips with his hand, catching bloody drool. It takes a minute to shove that shock away and then the boy launches at him, no tentacles, just fists and feet. He lands a solid blow to the old man’s nose and blood runs from him like chumming the water. The boy swings and kicks and bites; he tries to dig his fingers into the old man’s throat and eyes.


The grandfather’s grip on him tightens, clamping down on his arm and gripping his hair as he opens swift and easy, his mouth and throat peeling back. His eyes sink into his head. Tentacles loop about the boy’s neck and body, prying him off. The sting burns and the tentacles smell sick—like a sinus infection. The boy scrabbles against the slick flesh, his nails sliding off the rubbery strands, mucus under his nails, creating webs between his fingers. The tentacles tighten around his chest, squeezing until there’s no room for breath.


The boy struggles, and then he doesn’t. He is so tired of feeling scared, of waiting for things to come together so the world feels right again. He goes limp and closes his eyes, waiting for his throat to swell closed, willing to let himself go.


He is ready.


The tentacles aim for his mouth, trying to worm their way between his lips and through his clenched teeth. The boy arches his neck and turns his head away. The old man twists him until it hurts so much he has to scream. The tentacles slip into his mouth and across his tongue, and his world disappears in black spots that spread like ink.


*   *   *


The boy wakes, aching. Automatically, he reaches for the warmth of fur at his side, but there’s only linoleum and the pain in his throat and face. He runs his fingers over his mouth and chin, down his neck, setting the stings on fire.


There is a seam dividing him, a mark of before and after.


Outside, a car door closes. He stands, stumbling, his body heavy and awkward around him.


The grandfather’s belongings are gone from the table, the pillow and blanket from the couch. He exits out the back door, pausing at the empty pants and empty shirts still hanging on the line like flags, his yellow-and-black T-shirt on the end swaying in the breeze—danger.


Around the house, he pauses in the shadow, watching as the old man comes around and up to the porch, through the front door.


His grandfather is right; it hurts when he pries himself open, letting himself writhe into the open air for the first time like a gasping breath. His vision goes watery again, spinning like a gyroscope, the eyes inside his head swiveling to look up and then behind. Everything is too bright, washed out until the world loses its edges like an over- exposed photograph.


He loses his balance, falling to his knees, hands full of grass and sand as his stomach lurches. Pushing to his feet, he stumbles into a tree, the bark rough against his shoulder, and wishes he could close his eyes. Eventually, he gets his feet beneath him, the world stabilizing enough that he doesn’t fall down.


The boy finds his grandfather mostly by sound, the opening of the front door and the crunch of his feet over gravel as he rounds the car. He catches him before he can change and he follows the old man’s earlier actions like a template. He whips around him, wrapping his grandfather’s jaw and neck tight to keep him from opening, and squeezes.


The old man pulls at the boy’s tentacles, those sea-blue eyes wide and panicked, and the monster pauses. The old man is all he has now, his only family. Without him, there’s nothing to anchor the boy anywhere. Where will he live? Who will help him when he gets stuck on a math problem? Who will teach him about what came before and what to look for next? Even if he kills the old man, he’ll never be free of him; he is, after all, his grandfather.


His grip starts to slacken, and the old man works his fingers beneath his tentacles, loosening them, his chest expanding.


The boy feels the phantom brush of fur against his dangling hand, a solid weight against his leg, and the boy grabs tight, holding on. He remembers his mother’s words: He’s my father.


He looks at the man with his mother’s eyes and knows exactly what he’s thinking.


Loyalty, boy. You help your family out.


The boy wraps a few tentacles around the old man’s wrist, jerking his hand away, and tightens around his neck, vicious. He rams the old man’s head into the side of the station wagon until it’s as misshapen as his mother’s was. He wants to rage, to stomp and scream.


He remembers, though, the day of the hurricane, the way his mother watched him, how she turned from him. He remembers her story about meeting his father, the feel of her fingers through his hair as she lulled him down to sleep.


The old man’s neck cracks and the boy lets go.


*   *   *


It turns out folding up is even harder than unfolding. Coils bulge and escape, and when he finally pulls himself together, he feels uneven where he split apart.


He stares at the old man’s body, waiting, just to be sure he’s dead.


The world is utterly quiet and he’s utterly alone.


He sits down on the porch steps, wondering what he’s supposed to do next. He wants to know if he’s done the right thing, but the longer he sits there, the less sure he becomes.


His ears and nostrils are not slit, but they might as well be.


*   *   *


He finds the place where he left Teach, the dirt stained with his friend’s blood. But there’s no dog, only a large cocoon attached to the tree. He sits down and watches, balling his hands in his lap as he waits.


Days pass.


He drinks from the ocean and eats mulberries, persimmons, and chestnuts from the forest. He avoids the house—that empty shell. He’s a wild thing now, and wild things have no domestic home. When he’s scared, he goes into the dark, to the cave where he dragged his grandfather’s corpse, and watches, just to be sure. And when he’s sad, he curls up next to the cocoon and presses his face to the tree. Most of the time, he doesn’t feel anything at all except the crack of his grandfather’s neck.


Some monsters are real after all.


When the sun is low in the sky, he spends hours on the beach, tucked among the rocks. Sometimes, when he closes his eyes, he hears his mother’s voice in the cadence of the waves and he listens to the ebb and flow, the stories they tell, remembering. He can imagine her again, standing proud and defiant as she leads a fleet across the ocean.


And if the waves whisper him stories, then the forest sings him lullabies, melodies passed down through fossil and bone. But he’s not the land, and burying things down deep doesn’t render them mute.


One morning, as the sun rises, there’s movement inside the cocoon. Whatever it is, it’s so much larger than Teach ever was.


Maybe, he thinks, everyone’s wrapper is small. Maybe we all have doors inside leading to cracked places and wild spaces.


The cocoon begins to rip.


Some events, once lived through, can never be forgotten. And some changes are permanent. But he leans forward anyway, the silk of the cocoon like the brush of fur, and whispers.




