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Praise for Look What You Made Me Do



"These stories are so great we decided to publish them.” – Sobelo Books

"I love nothing more than editing short stories and this anthology is full of 'em.” – L.P. Hernandez, author of In The Valley of the Headless Men, No Gods, Only Chaos, and Sky Lights

"What he said." – L.C. Marino, author of The Haunting of the Whispering House series and coauthor of the hit survival thriller series Only Darkness Remains
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Foreword


By Stephanie Gagnon





“Idon’t know, it’s some kind of Dracula conference, or something,” a girl says into her phone as she walks by me. There’s a Sharpied #13 drawn on her hand, the Swiftie giveaway, if it weren’t for her glittering pink ensemble. It’s the summer of 2023 and Taylor Swift announced her Eras tour, a 3-hour spectacle encompassing 10 albums and their corresponding visual worlds, (obviously this girl’s destination.) I’m standing in the lobby of the Sheraton at Station Square in Pittsburgh, and I’m here for the “Dracula conference.” 

StokerCon, the annual gathering of the Horror Writers’ Association, happened to coincide with the Pittsburgh leg of Taylor’s concert tour. This overlap resulted in quite the striking clash of aesthetics at the hotel. You could walk into the lobby bathroom and encounter someone in a glittering lavender dress applying lip gloss next to someone with a blood-splattered Ghostface tee. Two fandoms, both alike in dignity, forced to share a hotel for a summer weekend. And as someone who walks the line between both worlds, as a horror fan and a Swiftie, I’d argue that they share more in common than you might think.

I started listening to Taylor around the time her self-titled debut album was released in 2006. Listening to “Teardrops on My Guitar” made me feel like someone had read from my own diary. It was a  song about teen heartbreak and unrequited love, and one that wasn’t talking down to the listener. It met me exactly where I was. As she matured, so did the themes of her music; the relationships gained new complex layers, but the resonance remained as I matured with her and found my life also gaining new complexities and nuances.

“Really? What does any of this have to do with horror?”, you might be asking yourself. It’s a fair question. Taylor Swift and horror don’t seem to be the most obvious of bedfellows. Swifties might point you toward her 2017 album Reputation, aesthetically the darkest in her catalog. Reputation was released after an uncharacteristically quiet period from Swift, a social media self-exile after public backlash. Singles from the album dropped without the usual promotion cycle “there will be no explanation, only reputation.” The music video for “Look What You Made Me Do” opens on a gravestone reading "Here Lies Taylor Swift’s Reputation" where an undead Taylor bursts through the dirt and crawls her way out of the grave only to turn around and bury an old version of herself in her place. Using horror visuals to communicate themes around reinvention that she would return to time and again.

Though Reputation is the era that most obviously adopts horror visuals, there are dark themes throughout her discography. Even in 1989, an album that marked her official pivot from country to pop, she takes aim at the obsession around her dating life in “Blank Space.” A satirical song where she embraces this serial-dating maneater persona. She leans into this in the music video where we see her go from the girl of your dreams to an unhinged, mascara-stained wreck slashing tires. She’s a nightmare dressed like a daydream.

It’s not limited to those either. She is the tragic ghostly narrator haunting the restaurant in right where you left me. She is an avenging angel in no body, no crime. She is the feral force in Who's Afraid of Little Old Me. She drapes herself in the Gothic throughout the sister albums folklore and evermore. Even lines like, “I’m getting tired even for a Phoenix, always risin’ from the ashes, mending all her gashes” hearken visuals of weary final girls gearing up to fight their presumed-dead foes in yet another franchise installment. Her lyricism is rife with the drama and catharsis that fans look for in their horror stories. She buries hatchets, but she keeps maps of where she put them. Yes, she’s Miss Americana, a pop princess, but one that offers plenty for horror fans to enjoy.

And so Look What You Made Me Do is digging up the grave to create horror stories within the world of Taylor’s music. These stories are playing in the sandbox of her lyrics, constructing haunted houses, crazed nightmares and bloody delights from the well of her words. Don’t discount the potential for horror just because it’s written in pink gel pen.

Stephanie Gagnon










  
  

Cardigan


By Neil McRobert





Folks round here think my daddy was a bad man. 

Course, they’re right. He was a drunk and a cheat, in cards as well as marriage. More than once he lost a whole week’s wages before he even got out of the foundry gates. Squandered our livelihood chasing games of pitch and toss that got away from him, cos he was too dumb and proud to know when he was beat. Then he’d come home and whale on Ma for having the temerity to complain. When I was eight years old, he split my head for waking him from a Sunday hangover. Just grabbed a hunk of pine from the fireplace and let me have it between the eyes. Sloped back to bed, leaving Gran to hustle me to the emergency room with a promise to say that I’d fallen from the oak in the yard.

I hated my daddy. He was a miserable, small kind of monster.

But he didn’t kill those girls.

On that score, the folks around here are dead wrong. As wrong as those girls are dead.

Why am I so sure? Well, that’s the part you may not believe.


      [image: ]What’s the first thing you remember? For most folks it’s some loose sensory fragment: the taste of cake frosting on their fourth birthday, the smack of a parent’s hand, or a rough sandpaper kiss from the family dog.

My first memory is darkness. Not the scary blue-black of a midnight bedroom, but a comforting cocoon, both narrow and endless. I blend into it, past any sense of my own edges. Darkness isn’t even the right word, ‘cuz there’s no sight for me there. No smell, touch or taste either. There’s just sound, or some dull semblance that’s closer to vibration. A gentle bassline that tells me I’m safe and held.

The memory stretches out like a dream or a drug nod. Then, some no-time later, there’s a change that brings me back. It’s the rhythm. The drummer in my little universe has gone off the beat, slowing down for long pauses, then rushing to catch up. A mad cadence that sends everything around me into spasm.

I wait for a settling, but it only gets more hectic. Then comes the drainage, a sense of something vital flooding away, and for the first time I’m aware of limits to myself. Of me-ness and other-ness. I feel walls, soft but relentless. They push inward, downward, moving me towards an unkind purpling that grows brighter by the second, until horrifically, there’s light. With my first scream building inside me, I slide out of Ma into a cruel halogen dawn.

I’m appalled by the bright and the chill and the newness, and I shriek louder as I’m handled by strange arms, as Ma recedes into the blur, taking sanctuary with her.

Why? I remember thinking, though surely, I could have had no understanding of the question. Just like I could not have known that heaving pink shape was Ma.

How could you?

Rough hands grasp me and the world spins. Something vast fills my shallow field of vision. A face, creased as badly hung wallpaper beneath a fuzz of grey, behind spectacles. In my memory I recognise myself in those reflecting lenses, though, of course, this cannot be true.

I feel the dry pressure of lips on my forehead, then the tickle of the same against my ear. These are the first words I ever hear.

“Hello child. I’m your gran, and you’re my favourite.”


      [image: ]They found the first girl in the Monongahela. A fisherman caught more than he was hoping for one brisk March morning in 1995: a corpse, naked and pale as a walleye’s belly. She’d been strangled and cut, and though the river had cleansed her of evidence, enough people knew her as Wendy St. Peters that attention soon turned to Daddy. After Ma died, he’d been quite the barfly, and in the weeks before Wendy was last seen, her and Daddy had been barstool buddies down at the Old Forge on Coker Road. He’d brought her home a time or two, much to Gran’s distaste. She didn’t like “loose women,” certainly not those young enough to be her granddaughter.

Wendy was always nice to me though. I was sad that she died, thought at ten years old sadness passes quickly.

The policemen asked Daddy questions, but they couldn’t stick anything on him. Plenty of people orbited Wendy St Peters. She was a friendly girl.

“Too damned friendly,” Gran said.

The following October a jogger stumbled over Carly Kells in the woods east of town, and all hell broke loose in our little corner of heaven.

Policemen practically beat our door down. There were four of them and the biggest one spat in Daddy’s face when he cuffed him.

“Careful man!” His partner nodded toward me and Gran.

“What’s she gonna say?” the big man scorned. “Her son’s a goddamn monster, ain’t that right Mrs. Dorty?”

Gran said nothing. Her face stayed granite as they led Daddy from the house.“Hey Mama,” he slurred. “I done nothing. Tell ‘em Mama.” His feet shuffled for purchase on the linoleum.

Daddy was a ghost through the window of the cruiser. He shouted for her, but she only looked on, a slightly steeper frown than usual on her always grim face.

“Come on, August,” she said, landing a papery hand on my shoulder. “Let’s go inside.”

Even with the front door closed, I could still hear Daddy’s cries.

Gran cooked us up some soup and we watched television.


      [image: ]Ma hated Gran, and the feeling was mutual. I remember all of it, or as much as anyone can about anything. I’m not saying I have perfect recall, like that detective on the TV, but I know enough.

When we left the hospital, it was Gran who carried me to the car. Ma trailed after her like a lost sheep, bleating about how I was her baby. Gran mostly ignored her, just as she disregarded Ma’s opinion on my name.

“I want to call him Timothy, after my brother,” Ma said.

“Timothy is a weak name. August. That’s what we’ll call him. A good strong, earthy name for a strong boy.”

When Ma protested Gran turned to Daddy. “What do you think, son? Don’t you want him to bear your father’s name? He was a grand, handsome man.”

Daddy was three sheets on cheap rye and only grunted. Gran took that as assent, and so I came to be August Dorty. The second of my name, if you want to be a purist about it.

That drama played out whilst I rocked in a crib by the fireplace, two days old and tracing the blurry contours of the sitting room. One room in a house I’d call home for these forty years, but at the time it was my whole world. I remember the green tartan blanket that Gran had swaddled me in, the rough wool chafing my tender flesh. Ma insisted on using the cotton that she’d bought from the store, but Gran disdained that too.

“That’s family tartan from the old country. The Docherty tartan. It has heritage.”

It scratched terribly, but I cried whenever Ma swapped it for the softer cotton. I was angry at Ma, always angry. She’d turned me out of the safe, warm place inside her, and I would never forgive. Weeks after I was born, when she’d stopped limping, and getting out of a chair wasn’t so hard, I still wanted her to suffer.

So, I cried at the cotton and gurgled happily at the burning wool.

At night I’d lie in my crib at the foot of the bed Ma shared with Daddy. It was the one place where Gran never interfered.

“The workings of a marriage are nothing to do with me,” she’d say.

“Funny,” Ma complained in the lamplight. “She never has any problems sticking her oar into our workings the rest of the time. But when the baby is crying at three in the morning, that’s when she thinks we need privacy.”

Daddy would grunt, scowl, or just seethe in silence. Sometimes he’d snap back that it was his mother’s house, and she could do as she wanted.

“But you promised we’d have a place of our own by now. It’s been years, Donny. What kind of marriage is this?”

“The kind we can afford, now shut up and let me sleep.”

Sometimes Ma would keep pushing and Daddy would get louder. Eventually I’d hear the sharp crack of a palm against flesh.

After that, silence. And a colder dark than the one I still longed for.


      [image: ]Carly Kells lived two streets over. Her Daddy worked with mine at the foundry and she babysat me on the rare occasion Gran was busy. She was a pretty brunette, nice enough, though her breath smelled of cigarettes, and sometimes she’d tickle me long enough that I peed my pants.

I wasn’t as saddened by her death as I was by Wendy’s.

Carly had similar bruising around her neck and the same pattern of incisions in her flesh, but her body told the policemen much more than Wendy’s. When the flesh under her fingernails was eventually tested it matched the scratches in Daddy’s back. There were signs of roughness downstairs, and they matched that to Daddy too. That lab stuff is what nailed him at the trial, but in the court of public opinion, it was just more seasoning in the stew. People were already convinced he’d killed her. He’d been seen around Furnace with Carly in his truck, and what on earth would a thirty-nine-year-old man want with a seventeen-year-old girl, if not that?

Gran had warned him to drop her.

“She’s too young for you Donny, and she’s loose. I never liked letting her near the boy.”

“She’s okay,” he’d say. “A man’s gotta have some fun. I work hard enough.”

“Get yourself a nice girl,” Gran repeated, over and over. “A nice, quiet girl who knows her place.”

“Nice ain’t all that fun,” he’d grin.

I bet he wished he’d listened to her when the policemen took him. He swore he had nothing to do with Carly, or Wendy for that matter. But they had enough on him to get a warrant, and before we knew it there were men on our land with shovels and chemistry sets.

Gran watched them dig from the back porch, tsking when they dug up her roses. She grew beautiful roses. Seeing them ruined made her mouth sour, but that was the only chink she let show. The rest of the time she was stony as ever. Even when they started bringing up the girls.

Ten of them. Ten bodies buried on our land. All females. Aged fourteen to nineteen. Except the one under the roses.

Except for Ma.


      [image: ]I watched three of the burials from the porch, where I sat in my bouncer, goggling at the bright day and laughing as the dirt flew. I can’t have been any older than two or three when I saw the last one go into the ground. After that, I guess there was the worry that I’d be old enough to understand what I was privy to.

When you’re young, they assume you know nothing.

I’ve never understood how I remember so well, and until recently, I’ve never really cared. Was I just made different, or maybe everyone is like me, but they forget as they go? Also, seeing and understanding are different things. I saw lots, far more than Ma, Daddy and Gran realised when they popped me down in the corner of rooms like a table ornament. But I don’t think I grasped the truth of it, the meaning. That came later, I think, when I looked back from an older vantage.

It’s confusing.

Perhaps I made it up to explain me to myself. Is my mind feeding me false signals?

I’m not sure. But I don’t think so.

Their screaming rings too real in my head.


      [image: ]I never liked school. It was an unkind place to me. But beyond the everyday cruelty of the classroom, there’s what happens when your daddy is arrested for killing two hand counts of young girls in your town. That ratcheted things up a fair bit for sure.

It wasn’t much better for Gran either. When it comes down to it, most adults are just kids wrapped in more skin, and she was subject to just as many whispers and squint-eyed stares as me. What kind of woman raises a man who can do that? people wondered, sometimes out loud.

‘Course, I don’t truly blame our neighbours. Daddy was an unpleasant man, and if the police said he did it, and the jury up in Harrisburg said he did it, and most importantly, the people on Channel 8 said he did it, then who are the good citizens of Furnace to argue?

If anyone had doubts as to the mortal guilt of Donald S. Dorty, not one of them spoke up at his trial. Not even Gran. According to the clippings in our scrapbook, Daddy cried out for her to save him, but she watched calmly as her only son was led away, wailing, to begin his long, lonely wait on the Row at Rockview.

In the end he didn’t have to wait too long. He got the needle on January 2nd, 1999, when I was almost fourteen. If it hadn’t been for what that perv Heidnik did to those women in his basement up in Philly, Daddy would have gone down in history as the last person to be executed in the state of Pennsylvania.

Gran was dry-eyed for that too. There’s a photograph of her leaving Rockview after it was done. She’s wrapped up in her cardigan—thick wool gathered like a goitre round her neck—and she’s staring straight down the camera. The flash gleams off her glasses and if you were generous-minded, you could think she’s in tears. But she isn’t.

Betty Dorty was never one for crying or whining. And she got very impatient with those who did.

Very impatient.


      [image: ]I was no more than a year old when Gran took Ma down the basement. There was a nasty atmosphere soaked into everything that day, ‘cuz Ma had given Daddy an especially hard time the night before. She’d ended up crying about how much she hated living here, how she loathed that mother of yours, who couldn’t even let her raise her own child in peace.

“There’s something wrong with her,” Ma cried. “She gives me the shivers.”

“Don’t say anything else about my mother.”

“Oh, why don’t you just go sleep in her bed Donny? Tuck up next to her nice and tight, that’s what she wants after all.”

“I’m warning you, woman.” Daddy’s voice dropped low. I heard the threat from my crib. Me, who had never met a growling beast, I understood the danger.

Ma didn’t hear it. She said she’d be gone by the end of the week, unless Daddy found them somewhere else to live. And I’d be going with her.

Hearing this, I began to cry.

Gran must’ve heard everything, too. The walls were like crepe in that house.

Next afternoon Daddy was pulling a double shift and Ma was busy packing a bag. “Just in case,” she kept whispering.

She’d placed me on the bed beside it, where I was entertaining myself by gumming a cheap nylon blouse and watching the dust dance in the thick afternoon light. I could feel the tension in the house, and I don’t think that’s ‘cos I’m special; babies always seem well tuned to emotional harmonics.

Gran’s voice came muffled from beneath us. “Girl, come down here, I need a hand.”

“Jesus wept!” Ma groaned and threw a handful more clothes into the bag.

“GIRL!”

With a snarl, Ma lifted me and stormed to the basement stairs.

“What?”

“Just get down here girl, I can’t do this myself. It’s heavy.”

“I’ve got August.”

“Well, leave him up there, you’ll only be a tick.”

Ma started down the stairs. “I’m not leaving my baby alone Betty. This is why I don’t trust you with him. And will you stop calling me girl, I have a damn name, it’s–”

She didn’t get any further. As Ma stepped into the damp bowel-space of the house, the hammer came down with a single hollow thud.

Gran plucked me from Ma’s arms before I could hit the ground. She buried me in her shoulder, the wirelike strands of her cardigan rubbing against my face.

I didn’t cry.

She placed me on the bench in the middle of the room and went to work. I’d recently learned to roll over, and I did – whether by accident or intent, I’m not sure.

But I saw everything.

How Ma shook and jittered in the hardpacked dirt. How Gran wrapped narrow fingers around her neck and pushed down, applying every ounce of her sparrow weight to collapsing Ma’s airwaves.

How she took a box cutter and carved the same words that would be later found on Wendy and Carly’s bodies, and all the other women unearthed like a spoiled harvest from our land.

HOOR.

LOOSE.

‘Course, I wasn’t old enough to read them yet. But I watched everything. And I learned.

I learned lots of things that day, but most of all I found out that Gran loved me more than anyone.

“Take him away from me?” she hissed at Ma’s corpse. “Not a chance in heaven girl. He’s my favourite.”


      [image: ]So yeah, I assumed Ma was buried with the rest. Where else would she be? Gran only started leaving them other places ‘cuz she got too old to dig.


      [image: ]She killed five more by the time I was in middle school. That’s not even counting Wendy and Carly. Six people went into the ground between her rosebushes, but ten came out. The policemen agreed that several of the bodies were much older and, as I found out later, Gran put those four bodies in the ground back in the sixties, each of them a young woman, a loose hoor who got a little bit too close to her grand, handsome husband.

August Dorty the First was quite the ladies’ man, it seems. Daddy too. That’s why she started up again, two decades after Grandpa August’s death, ‘cuz Daddy started in with those same low women.

Women like that weren’t fit for her husband, and certainly not for her son.

She would whisper this story to them as they rattled and choked under her hands.

How do I know?

‘Cuz I watched.

I’d know when she was readying herself. Whichever girl Daddy was hanging around would get an invitation to the house, always when Daddy was on a late shift or out drinking.

Or hooring, Gran would say, with a smack of distaste.

Usually I was the bait, the sweet, quiet, motherless child in need of a babysitter. A burden to an old lady in need of a night off.

The girl would come, and we’d play fire trucks or the-floor-is-lava, and at some point in the evening Gran would get her near the basement door and with a shove, the girl would end up at the bottom. The lucky ones were knocked cold in the fall.

One screamed like a kettle until my Gran took the hammer to her.

The screamer was the first one I watched since Ma. I was old enough to walk myself over to the basement door, and I giggled when Gran dropped the hammer, slippery with the dead girl’s blood. She looked up and I just managed to duck out of sight.

After that I watched in safety, through a gap in the boards of Daddy’s bedroom. I could see most of the basement, and though the shadows made it murky as unsettled pond, I could see enough.

She assumed I knew nothing.

That lasted for another ten years, until Daddy was shot up with poison and off to the angels. Though the stares continued, they were tinged with sympathy now. Gran’s son was dead, my daddy was dead, and people started to see us as another kind of victim. Those who had to live in the cave with the beast.

How much did he know? That I’ve never been sure of. In all my silent spectating, not once did I see Daddy ever talk to Gran about how his women just kept up and disappearing. Maybe that speaks for itself.

It was a time of quiet for Gran. With Daddy gone there was no need to keep the hoors away. At least for a year or two.

See, I was a handsome boy.

And when I was old enough, she let me help.


      [image: ]Amber Reus was the only girl who was nice to me the year Daddy went to the Row. Being fifteen and naive, I thought she was a good girl too.

It only took one meeting for Gran to spot what I’d missed. The skirt two inches two short, the way she braided her hair, like she thought she was somebody.

Looseness.

I tried to cast her off but she was so persistent. She’d come over and kiss me and I’d do my best to keep her at bay, but I was fifteen. Like Gran said, it wasn’t my fault. I’m a Dorty man.

Amber went downstairs on a late September evening. No push was needed; she was happy to help Gran bring up the laundry while she waited for me. They both thought I was out of the house. When Amber knocked on the door and Gran received her with such strange warmth in her voice, I knew enough to stay hidden in my room.

It was exciting.

Through the bedroom floor I watched Gran do her work. The hammer, the choking and the stripping of Amber’s clothes. Something grew hard between me and the boards, harder than it ever had when Amber had tried to touch me.

When I reached for myself the board creaked.

Gran’s head snapped up.

We stayed that way for what felt like minutes, Gran looking up, me looking down, Amber’s dead eyes taking us both in from the floor. All the while my hardness pushed painfully against the pine.

It was only when Gran reached for the box cutter that I broke.

Gran must have heard my footsteps and heaven knows what she thought as I descended from the kitchen. From time to time, I’ve wondered if she considered the hammer.

Surely not. I was her favourite.

I paused at the bottom of the stairs, hesitant as a visitor to a foreign church.

“Hello August. I didn’t know you were home.”

“Can I do it?” I asked, breathless.

“Do it?”

I nodded to the box cutter in her hand.

“Can I write the words?”

She raised an eyebrow.

“I know about the words.”

“Do you? And how?”

I wanted to tell her, but she wouldn’t have believed me. She might have thought I was mad, and mad people can’t be allowed near sharp things.

“It was on the news.”

For a long moment we were as still as Amber. Gran never took her eyes from me.

Finally, she smiled and handed me the cutter.

“Show me.”

So, I did. And if I wasn’t as neat as she would’ve liked on that first try, well… all things improve with practice. Over the years I got much better. Better at spotting the loose and the hoorish, and better at branding them as such.

I was fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, and strong. Gran didn’t have to drag the bodies to the quiet corners of Furnace anymore; I was plenty strong enough to dig.

And our land had been cleared. No one was coming back to search it twice.

She said I was a good boy.

I was her favourite.


      [image: ]Gran died in 2009. Emphysema. It gets a lot of people in Furnace. She died choking, with a rattle in her throat but her body went to the earth in pristine condition. She was a decent, proper woman. Nothing loose about Betty Dorty.

Once she was gone, I stopped doing what we did.

Mostly.

It wasn’t so fun without her.

Around the same time, I met a good woman and we married. I like to think Gran would’ve liked her. A year ago, she had a bad fall down the basement steps and she’s buried up at Mount Hope with a tidy gravestone to mark where she lays. That only seemed right, ‘cuz she was a good wife. Mostly.

My boys are only two and four, but I plan to raise them to be strong Dorty men. Sometimes they make me wonder, though. I watched them slide into the world; their little faces wrinkled like spoiled fruit. They looked so very angry. I’m careful what I say around them.

As I’ve gotten older, I’ve begun to wonder more about those memories of mine. Do I really remember that warm, gentle dark inside Ma, or was I just a boy from a violent home, yearning for a safe place?

More and more I hope it’s the latter, ‘cuz these last few years there’s another place that flickers through my head when sleep won’t come. It’s a vast dark, a cold dark, blacker than winter midnight. Blacker than blindness.

I think it might be the place before. Before Ma. Before everything.

I’m not part and parcel of that darkness. I’m not held. No, in that place everyone is entirely apart. And there are so many of us. There I am… I was… just one of a million billion islands in a sea of sightlessness.

And we are all screaming.

Do I recognise some of the voices? Amber? Ma? My wife?

Are they screaming in torment? Or is it anger?

I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore. But I don’t want that place to be real.

Because if it’s real, and it’s from before, what if it’s also after?
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