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INTRODUCTION

IT’S BEEN A WHILE, Dear Reader, and I hope you’re doing well. If you’re reading these words, then I thank you for buying Secret Faces (or at least for being curious enough to use the sample feature on your digital reader of choice to see if it’s worth buying. If you decided against it, perhaps I’ll get you next time!) 

Within these pages, you’ll find a few of my more recent stories together with some rarities. I’m particularly happy to finally be able to include the oldest story here, “The Quiet”, which evaded collecting for the longest time due to a lack of availability and its baffling absence from my files, and three never-before-published tales, “Home”, “Stalled”, and “Pig”. I sincerely hope you enjoy reading these stories as much as I enjoyed writing them. 

If it seems as if I release a lot of collections, it’s probably because, as a reader, I can’t get enough of them. Indeed, I’d be a far wealthier person if I could restrain myself from not auto-buying so many. I love collections because I love short stories. Always have. This is not to say that I prefer them over any other length of story, but on days like today when the rain is hammering down, the sidewalks are flooding, and cars are splashing through the puddles, I love nothing better than to sit in my favorite chair with the window cracked, and delve into a gathering of tales by a writer whose voice I enjoy. And there are so, so many of them.

So, rather than go on and on yet again about my work (which is here for you to enjoy at your leisure), I thought it might be nice to share with you what I consider to be some of the most essential single-author horror collections the genre has to offer. In my humble opinion, of course, but I figure if you’re here with me now, then clearly we share some common interests, not the least of which is an appreciation of blunt force fiction. If some of the seminal masters of the genre (Bierce, Blackwood, Machen, et al) are conspicuous in their absence, it’s because I’m working on the assumption that you are already familiar with the foundations of the genre. Also, bear in mind this is far from a complete or definitive list. These are just a few of the collections by other writers I heartily recommend, picked from my own bookshelves:

Tales from the Nightside by Charles L. Grant

A Glow of Candles by Charles L. Grant

Why Not You and I? by Karl Edward Wagner

More Tomorrow & Other Stories by Michael Marshall Smith

Nocturnes by John Connolly

Toybox by Al Sarrantonio

Blue World by Robert R. McCammon

Dark Gods by T.E.D. Klein

Dark Companions by Ramsey Campbell

Ghosts & Grisly Things by Ramsey Campbell

The Dark Country by Dennis Etchison

The Longest Single Note by Peter Crowther

The Collection by Bentley Little

Houses without Doors by Peter Straub

The October Country by Ray Bradbury

The Lottery & Other Stories by Shirley Jackson

Night Shift by Stephen King

Books of Blood by Clive Barker

20th Century Ghosts by Joe Hill

Figures in Rain by Chet Williamson

High Cotton by Joe R. Lansdale

Peaceable Kingdom by Jack Ketchum

Shock! by Richard Matheson

Smoke & Mirrors by Neil Gaiman

City Fishing by Steve Rasnic Tem

The Far Side of the Lake by Steve Rasnic Tem

The Two Sams by Glen Hirshberg

American Morons by Glen Hirshberg

Strange Highways by Dean Koontz

The Nightmare Factory by Thomas Ligotti

Black Evening by David Morrell

Lies & Ugliness by Brian Hodge

Northwest Passages by Barbara Roden

The Night We Buried Road Dog by Jack Cady

The Man with the Barbed-Wire Fists by Norman Partridge

Wormwood by Poppy Z. Brite

As the Sun Goes Down by Tim Lebbon

Soft & Others by F. Paul Wilson

Haunted: Tales of the Grotesque by Joyce Carol Oates

Personal Demons by Christopher Fowler

Dystopia by Richard Christian Matheson

Tales of Pain and Wonder by Caitlin R. Kiernan

Conference with the Dead by Terry Lamsley

The Lost District by Joel Lane

Errantry by Elizabeth Hand

If there are books in that list that you haven’t yet read, then I’ll consider it a success to have introduced you to them. I consider each and every one of them a magnificent example of a collection done right.

As for Secret Faces, well, we all have them don’t we, the side of us we seldom let people see? In the following tales, you’ll find many such people, although I daresay what they keep behind the mask is infinitely worse than anything we have to hide.

At least, I hope so...

- Kealan Patrick Burke

April 2016

––––––––
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“If you are hiding from yourself, don’t expect anyone else to see you.”
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1

MONDAY. CALLUM FINISHED work at five-thirty. By that time the polar vortex had already swept through town, half-burying everything in smooth mounds of wet white dust and driving everyone inside who didn’t need to be out. Even the traffic was mercifully sparse, though apparently only the insane and the idiotic remained. 

He slowed the Jetta to allow a lady driver to go ahead of him, something, for some reason, she seemed reluctant to do, her indecision prompting angry honks from the cars behind his own. He sighed. Punishment for his manners. He wondered why he’d bothered. Checked his watch. Slammed his hand down on his own horn and the woman waved and hurriedly guided her Honda into the opening he’d given her. Traffic moved forward an inch and the light turned red.

Callum cursed. Today was his daughter’s birthday. Of all days to be late.

It began to snow again.

* * *
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THE TRUCKS HAD PLOWED the streets around his neighborhood, but nobody had bothered to shovel his drive or sidewalk, which forced him to temporarily park on the curb until he had a chance to do it himself. Leaving the car out here for the night was inadvisable unless he wanted to wake in the morning to find it buried by the plows’ disregard for its presence there.

But the unbroken snow did tell him one thing: Nina and Barb weren’t yet home, which meant his tardiness wouldn’t register. Not only that, but they’d be grateful that he’d cleared the snow for them by the time they arrived. All in all, he’d end up their hero, a status he very much enjoyed, particularly given that Nina was sixteen today and seemed not to care about anything much anymore if it didn’t involve trashy music, floppy haired boys, and reality TV.

He parked. Opening the car door was like pushing a shopping cart through mud. He stepped out into three feet of snow that both froze and soaked the legs of his slacks. Grimacing, he struggled through the opaque depths, his briefcase clutched to his chest as if he were a pioneer attempting to ferry an infant to safety. The drifts made his yard look like a scale model of the Himalayas. Around him, the street was deathly quiet, as if the snow had buried all sound other than his labored breathing and the crunch-squeak of his passage through it. It seemed to take an inordinate amount of time for him to reach the door, but here, thankfully the porch overhang had dissuaded the drifts, though the welcome message on the door mat was obscured beneath a skin of white.

Eyes watering, the hairs in his nostrils like steel wool, skin prickling with the cold, he retrieved the key from beneath the mat, having lost his own in the first severe snow a few days before, and opened the door.

Inside, he was greeted with an immediate and beautiful breath of warmth, and he thanked Barb for thinking to leave the heating on while she went about her errands. He could, after all, clearly remember a period in which such considerations would have been far beyond her, right around the time their marriage suffered a near-fatal polar vortex of its own.

Callum set his briefcase down and kicked off his shoes. His socks were saturated, so he slipped those off too and left them all in a heap by the door.

2

It took him almost an hour to shovel the driveway and the sidewalk, by which time he was drenched in sweat beneath his coveralls. His muscles burned. He was not one given to regular exercise, something he reminded himself for the hundredth time needed to be properly addressed and rectified. Entering through the man-door, he triggered the garage door, then got back in his car and parked it inside. He took a last look at the shoveled driveway, already paling beneath the still-falling snow, and the dirty knotted clumps flanking it, and let the garage door rumble closed. From there, he let himself into the mudroom, his wet clothes already doing the rounds of the tumble dryer. Now, he paused their revolution and, after stripping out of his hat and coveralls, added them to the load.

After changing into jeans and a knit sweater, he stood in the mudroom, the machine whumping and humming behind him, and realized how quiet the house was, how quiet it had been since he’d come home. Where was everyone? It was Nina’s birthday, and he felt a tiny worm of worry in his belly that he might have forgotten some plan, some celebration elsewhere they might have mentioned to him while he was distracted. Racking his brains turned up nothing, so he went to the kitchen, to the fridge door, which served as their reminder and announcement board.

A gust of wind buffeted the house, the snow hissing against the windows.

There was nothing out of the ordinary on the fridge door, just the usual memos he’d left for himself, stickers Nina had tacked on there over the years and which would prove arduous to remove should it ever become necessary. There were postcards, Hello Kitty magnets, a reminder on Magnusson Enterprises stationary that the NADA convention in San Francisco was a week from Monday. There were takeout menus, grocery receipts, and unpaid bills with the due dates circled in dramatic red, but nothing that would indicate any plans he might have forgotten. There were, however, three blank rectangular spaces in the middle of the clutter, whiter than the rest of the fridge surface, which indicated that something had been removed. He had to struggle to recall if those had always been there, or if maybe whatever had been there had fallen off over time. 

Troubled, but unsure why, he returned to the hall to the imitation old rotary phone on the antique mahogany stand by the front door. He dialed Nina first. His call went to voice mail.

“Hey, honey,” he said, after the beep, “This is Dad. Just checking where you guys have gotten off to. I don’t remember if maybe I was supposed to meet you somewhere, or...But anyway, the weather’s pretty rough out there so call me back as soon as you can so I don’t worry, okay? Happy birthday, sweetheart. Love you. Bye.”

Next he dialed his wife’s number.

This time, it rang. A split second later, Gloria Gaynor began to croon the chorus of “I Will Survive” elsewhere in the house. He recognized it as Barb’s ringtone, and one he had never much cared for. Frustrated, he hung up. She had left her phone at home, and for all he knew, so had Nina. Perhaps his daughter’s phone was dead. The thought that followed quickly on the heels of this made him feel as if the snow had somehow found its way inside his guts.

Perhaps she is too.

3

Another hour passed, and now he was convinced something was wrong. They would never have gone somewhere this long, not on his daughter’s birthday, not without leaving him a message, or without taking their phones so they could call him. Even if somehow they’d forgotten the phones at home, they’d still have reached him from wherever they’d ended up.

He began to pace, began to war with panic.

He looked out the kitchen window. The snowfall was worsening. Images assailed him of car wrecks and blinking red lights, of smoke and fire and broken glass and blood in the snow, of hot engines hissing as they cooled, of twisted metal, pale flesh growing paler, of officious looking men in uniforms darkening the glass of his front door, of bad news, of grief, of horror...of horror...

He stopped and put his hands to his face.

Stop it. Stop it, for God’s sake. They’re fine.

Of course they were. Of course. Any minute now, a car would turn into the driveway he had shoveled clear for them, and they would bluster into the hall all breathless from the cold and the excitement. Barb would have the cake under her arm; Nina would feign indifference, which the twinkle in her eyes would belie. And they would look at him oddly, registering the worry, and poke fun at him, and everything would be all right. They would sit and have cake—red velvet, Nina’s favorite—and he would feel like a fool for ever thinking anything was wrong.

He nodded, attempted a smile. It didn’t last.

Something was wrong. He could feel it.

On a fine summer afternoon when the light lasted longer, he might have been able to persuade himself that he was being ridiculous, frantic for no good reason at all. But today, with the fishbelly sky getting darker by the second, it felt as if a giant cold fist had tightened itself around the house, trapping him inside, holding him there so he had no chance to escape the nightmare that was relentlessly bearing down upon him.

Jessica, he thought and felt a flare of hope blossom through the cold. Barb’s friend will know if they made other plans. He returned to the phone, dialed his wife’s number and waited a few beats for her phone to ring. Then he set down the receiver and followed Gloria Gaynor’s voice to the upstairs bedroom, trying to stay composed as he entered the room he had—but for that three-month dark period two years ago—shared with Barb for the past twenty-one years.

His heart took a jolt and he froze in the doorway.

Her cell phone was on the floor. Gloria Gaynor’s chorus ran out only to loop again.

Don’t overreact.

There was, he told himself, any number of innocuous reasons why his wife’s cell phone might be on the floor instead of on her person or plugged in to charge, the likeliest scenario being that it simply fell out of her purse while she was hustling to leave...for what? To go where? There was absolutely no reason that just the sight of the phone lying there untended and forgotten indicated SIGNS OF A STRUGGLE, four words that tried to flash like a faulty neon sign behind his eyes every time he blinked. He scooped up the phone, swiped a finger across the screen to access it, and was met with a lock screen, one which required him to enter a code to proceed further. As he struggled to remember what the code might be, or to remember if he had ever known it, Gloria Gaynor’s maddening chorus died and so did the phone.

“Christ.” He sat down on the bed and looked around the room. Everything was as it should be other than that stupid out-of-place phone. Had there been a struggle, surely more than that would seem off kilter. He struggled to calm himself, an effort that did not extend to his trembling fingers, and headed back downstairs.

4

Something’s wrong. Something’s wrong. Something’s wrong.

Another hour and full dark had fallen.

Callum paced the house from room to room, terrified, demanding that by some miracle they occupy themselves and cure him of the terrible crawling horror that was filling him up inside. He knew how preposterous an idea it seemed to call the police, but really, was it all that crazy on a day like today, with the weather whipping itself into a howling storm in which no living soul was welcome or safe? And on his daughter’s birthday? A day in which they had no business being anyplace else but here?

Any minute now, he reassured himself. Any minute now they’ll be home and all my panicking will be for nothing.

But he no longer believed that to be true. They were gone, maybe lost, maybe hurt, maybe dead, but they weren’t here at home and that could only mean the worst.

Someone broke in. Someone broke in and took them.

There was no indication that that was the case, and his wife’s discarded phone was not what anyone other than a crazy man would consider compelling evidence.

They left you. Lit out for the territories while you were at work.

This was the most ridiculous notion of all. Even if they had secretly and expertly been plotting to leave him, and even if somehow he’d been blissfully unaware of their unhappiness and plans to mutiny the H.M.S. Callum, everything they owned was still here.

Except those pictures on the fridge.

He shook his pounding head and headed for Nina’s room. Nobody could build a new life on a handful of pictures.

They were in an accident.

The worst and most plausible scenario. But if so, then why had no one called him to notify him?

Because they haven’t yet identified the bodies.

Oh Jesus...

He shoved his way past the signs on Nina’s door forbidding him entry and sat down at her desk and her laptop computer. Maybe if he could access it, he might see some indication of what she and her mother had been planning today. He didn’t quite know what he expected to find: secret correspondence with some distant uncle who had agreed to shelter them from Callum as a result of his...what, neglect? Or maybe invitations to that party somewhere in town he had somehow managed to forget. It lessened the terror a little to imagine that at the end of all this, the worst thing he might end up having to deal with would be a family irked at his failure to recall where the festivities had been scheduled to take place.

He opened the laptop, tapped the space bar and waited.

If he found nothing here, he knew the only action left to him, no matter how crazy it seemed, would be to call the police. He wouldn’t be hysterical. He’d simply express his concerns that his wife and daughter were not at home long after they should have been, and given the weather outside, he’d felt it best to check to make sure they hadn’t had car trouble. Could you please send out a patrol car to check? Yes, that would be the way to go.

And if they find something?

He couldn’t think about that. Not now. Not again.

Nina’s computer screen blinked to life, a goldfish icon grinning at him above a request for her password.

Which of course, he didn’t know.

“Goddammit.” He slammed a hand down on the laptop hard enough to send an empty water glass rimmed with Nina’s lip gloss tumbling into her wastepaper basket. Quaking, heart pounding hard enough to hurt, he leaned over to retrieve it.

It was here he found the photographs that, up until this morning, had hung upon the fridge.
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He spoke with his face pressed to the wall beside the door of Nina’s room.

“Delaware County Sherriff’s Department?”

He cleared his throat. “Yes, I’m not sure who I need to talk to, or if I’m overreacting, but I’m concerned about my wife and daughter. I think they’re out in the storm and they should have been back hours ago. It’s my daughter’s birthday.”

“Okay. What is your name, sir?”

“Callum Dover.”

“And your address?”

“158 Larchmont Terrace.”

“Okay, just one moment, sir.”

“Thank you.”

The house had become a storm at sea, the walls shuddering and creaking around him, the hissing of the wind and snow like seaspray against the windows. If ever there was an omen that something was wrong, surely this was it. Even had he chosen to ignore such blatant natural signs that things had gone awry, he could feel it in his bones.

“Sir?”

“Yes, I’m here.”

“I apologize; the line is bad.”

Despite the storm, Callum didn’t hear any sign of interference on the line at all. “Okay.”

“Can you give me your name and address again, please?”

He did. “They’ve been gone for hours. I expected them to be home when I got here, but there’s nobody—”

“You said 158 Larchmont Terrace?”

“Yes Ma’am. Why are—?”

“And the zip code there?”

Callum frowned. “The zip? It’s 43252. You’re right up the block from me.”

“And where are you calling me from now, sir?”

“For God’s sakes, I’m calling you from home.”

“I’m just double-checking. And how long have you lived in that house, sir?”

Callum ran a hand over his face. “I’m sorry? I don’t understand why you’re asking me these questions?”

“Because you said you live at 158 Larchmont Terrace, is that correct?”

“For the umpteenth time, yes.”

“Well, that’s not where you’re calling me from, sir.”

Light and shadow swept across Callum’s face as a car’s headlights filled the downstairs windows. “Oh, thank Christ.”

“Sir?”

Voices giggling. Car doors slamming. Shadows in the headlights, heading for the door. The garage door whirring open, all barely audible over the storm, but all most certainly there. Callum thought he might collapse from the relief.

“Sir?”

“Yeah, false alarm,” he said into the phone. “Thanks for nothing.” And hung up.

He hurried down the stairs, fear making way for the upset that they had made him wait so long with nary a word and a mild irritation that they had excluded him from their fun. But none of that was worth harping on about now. It was okay, and nothing was wrong. His family had been returned to him. Safe.

The front door opened and two figures clad in heavy parkas, one taller than the other, hurried into the hall on the trail of some shared joke.

“I’m freezing,” one of them said, and whipped down her hood as her mother turned on the hallway light.

Callum froze.

The daughter saw him and jerked backward, colliding with the door and shutting it on a third party, who laughed and thumped his fist against the wood. “Hey, not funny, honey.”

Two of the three faces from the photographs he had removed from the fridge stared up at him in terror. Faces he didn’t know.

“Who are you?” the mother asked, panicked, clutching her daughter protectively to her side. “What are you doing in our house?”

The knocking on the door subsided and they moved away from the door, which opened to admit a gust of snow-laden wind and a large black man in a heavy jacket. “Honey, can you believe some asshole parked his car in our gara—” His smile vanished as he looked from the terror on his wife’s face to the cause of it still frozen on the stairs.

“Who the fuck are you?” The big man moved to shield his family, his stance aggressive, hostile.

Territorial.

“May I...may I just get my wife’s phone and be on my way?” Callum asked. “She’ll need it when she comes home.”

“Call the police,” the big man said, and his wife hurried away into the darkness of the house. “Sarah,” he said to his daughter, “ Honey, get my golf club.”

And Callum, who had been waiting with so much hope for so many years in so many homes for his family to come back to him, began to sob.
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TWO HUNDRED MILES FROM a mistake was not nearly far enough, Roger Dickerson thought miserably, and found himself wishing, not for the first time on this trip, that he had flown instead of driving to see the woman. He had made the decision after seeing the exorbitant cost of next-day, weekend flights from Columbus to Houston, but realized now that between gas and food, it had amounted to about the same. And whatever the difference, it had all turned out to be a phenomenal waste of time and money anyway. All that mattered now was that every mile he covered brought him that much closer to home while putting more distance between him and the worst miscalculation he had ever made.

Worse still, the cheeseburger and fries he'd wolfed down at a truck stop just outside of Oklahoma City some eighty or so miles ago, wasn't sitting well with him at all. The food, all but flung at him by a tattooed, greasy haired young snot with what looked like a ring binder dangling from his right ear, had been awful, and left a distinctly unpleasant aftertaste on his tongue that no amount of Diet Dr. Pepper (itself syrupy and not nearly cold enough) could wash away. Immediately after swallowing the last bite, he'd suspected he hadn't seen the last of the meal, and now the queer rumbling and whining from his stomach confirmed that suspicion.

Fifteen miles later, with nothing around him on the dark highway but the occasional sign showing exits depressingly far from the one he wanted, the food decided it needed an exit of its own. To his dismay, it did not, as he'd expected, choose the northbound exit, and promptly announced the decision by sending out a wet bubble of gas that forced Roger to grimace and clench his buttocks tightly together for fear that something worse was coming, as if the flatulence had merely been akin to the puff of a salty sea breeze foretelling a tsunami.

"Shit," he moaned, his hands tightening on the wheel.

He stared at the road exposed before him in the cone of headlights as if some wisdom could be gleaned from the indifferent asphalt.

His guts began to ache. A low throbbing started in his colon and he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. As he did so, he had the grim impression that something down there had managed to escape before he'd shut the door on it. His shorts felt damp, and he prayed it was little more than sweat from the effort he had expended on ensuring he didn't fill them with reprocessed junk food. 

A long high-pitched squeak sounded from somewhere in his intestines, and it heralded a mounting weight that doubled him over in the seat, one arm curled around his belly. He narrowed his eyes, the foul smell of flatulence making his eyes water and his nose wrinkle. He took his other hand off the wheel just long enough to jab the window control. Cool night air swept into the car.

I'm being punished, he thought, but for what he didn't know. His naivety, perhaps, though that seemed unfair. What lonely fifty-four-year-old wouldn't respond positively and with great enthusiasm to the flirtations of an incredibly attractive twenty-three-year-old immigrant from the Ukraine, particularly one who'd made it clear she was looking for someone just like him, and then make a trip to seal the deal?

Idiot. He just wanted to be home now.

He frantically searched the night for signs that there was somewhere close by where he could void himself of the toxic brew currently playing havoc with his guts. And although ordinarily he loathed the thought of using rest stop or gas station toilets for anything other than emergency urinations, this was definitely time to make an exception.

A large sign coasted by on his right and the headlights illuminated advertisements for four fast-food joints, a Motel 6 and a Holiday Inn. He supposed if it came to it, he could use one of the fast food places. It might even be poetic to force them to deal with the undoubtedly messy end result of the cheap swill they were dealing their customers. In-N-Out Burger, indeed. But he worried that at this time of night—1.30 a.m., according to the dashboard clock—they might only be serving from their drive-through windows, the main doors shut to travelers in need, so he willed his cramping muscles to hold on for just a little while longer, and went back to searching the signs for salvation.

Worst case scenario, he could find somewhere to pull off, and just hope nobody came upon him while he was squatting in the bushes. The problem with that option was the lack of anything with which to wipe himself. He kept his car immaculate and had disposed of the napkins that had come with the food in Oklahoma City there and then. There wasn't even a newspaper, though he had a bad feeling that in this case, even that would not be sufficient to get the job done. 

Then, praise Hallelujah, out of the night came a sign advertising BILLY'S GAS & EATS! NEXT EXIT! Beneath the words sat a cartoon red truck with a beaming face. Easy for you to smile, asshole, Roger thought and sighed, but only a little. Too much and he risked aiding his guts in their conspiracy to rid him of his problem right there in the car.

He took the exit, and all but rode the car like a jockey until the blue sodium bank of lights, which made the building look more like a spaceship than a gas station, floated out of the dark. From here it looked deserted, though he was reassured by the small fluorescent oblong of light in the teller's security window. He pulled the car up to the nearest pump, intending to get a fill-up both to deter any policies they might have about non-patrons using their facilities, and because there was no reason not to while he was here, and killed the engine.
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