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Praise for Shitshow


"What starts as a ridiculous premise quickly grows into one of the most heartfelt, dynamic, and original horror novels I've read in a long time. It's fun, it's bloody, it's goopy, and it's pretty much perfectly structured. Holy shit, this was good!" — Sam Rebelein, Bram Stoker-nominated author of Galloway’s Gospel 

“SHITSHOW is a wild, short-staining ride with a heart of gold! Behind all the toilet jokes, Chris Panatier has created a delightful blend of humor, horror, and the love of family—both born and found—in a world populated by endearing Texans and set in one terrifying carnival. It’s a fun fair for all lovers of the horror genre, and as quick and easy to devour as a corndog.” — Wendy N. Wagner, author of Girl in the Creek and The Deer Kings

“SHITSHOW is a blast! I’m a sucker for dark carnival tales, and this one has just the right mix of the bizarre, the gross, and the outright horrifying. Not to mention a whole lot of heart. Chris Panatier travels deep into Lansdale country and comes back covered in Texas mud. Or at least, I hope it’s just mud.  I loved this book so much! — Josh Rountree, author of The Unkillable Frank Lightning

“One part supernatural whodunnit, one part tongue-in-cheek thriller, plus a generous sprinkling of bonkers humor: Panatier serves readers a funnel cake of a weird tale. Funhouse mirrors, latrine portals, and a giant spider creature? Oh my!” — Rebecca Rowland, Shirley Jackson Award-nominated author of Eminence Front

"Chris Panatier is a fecophilia Steinbeck and SHITSHOW is his Poops of Wrath, a methane-induced hallucination only a dustbowl bard could discharge. Crack this book open carefully, 'cause there's a whiff that rises up from its pages as pungently poetic as a porta potty left in the Texan sun." — Clay McLeod Chapman, author of Wake Up and Open Your Eyes

“When a Gen X sanitation worker discovers his mom, who has dementia, has gone missing, he will stop at nothing to find her. Including going down the port-a-potty that appears to have spirited her away to a carnival-themed hell realm. Plenty of fall festival fun and gross-out humor here, plus some truly disturbing torture scenes inside the Twilight Faire. Annnddd an extra special sentimental epilogue that takes the whole book to new heights. A quick, entertaining read, best accompanied by some Fireball whiskey, that will make you think twice before using portable facilities or riding any roadside carnival attractions...” — Jess Hagemann, author of Headcheese and Mother Eating

"Yes, SHITSHOW by Chris Panatier is the potty humor infused, absurdist romp you're expecting, but it's so much more. It's a love letter to old school horror adventures: a little bit of Stephen King, with a dash of Ray Bradbury, and a pulpy mix of Lansdale. But at its heart is a surprisingly touching exploration of the relationships we have with our elderly loved ones. This is Panatier's magic: he lures you in with carnival ride stories that twist and excite, and then when your guard is down, he socks you right in the feels. Highly recommended.” — Ryan Leslie, author of The Between and Colossus

“Like any good carnival, Chris Panatier’s SHITSHOW is many things at once. It’s a drop-ride into the bowels of rural Texas. A tight rope act between reality and where we go when we feel our identities are being erased. A distorted mirror held to our societal obligations. A rollercoaster through every emotion a son can have for a parent. While fun as hell, this is no kiddie ride. Strap in. Because SHITSHOW will simultaneously scare the shit out of you while also making you laugh until you pee yourself. You might want to bring a mop.” — James Sabata, author of Caduceus

“SHITSHOW was too crazy for Clash Books.” — Christoph Paul, Editor-in-Chief, Clash Books

“A book about haunted port-a-potties has no business having this much heart.” — Ryan C. Bradley, author of Say Uncle and Bad Connections
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Prologue


Carnival Prize





It was the biggest goddamned stuffed bunny at the whole county fair and if that didn’t get Roy laid, nothing would. He practically pranced down the midway, if you could call it that, past the squirt gun game and the ring toss, the fortune teller and the duck race, between the corndog cart and the popcorn hut, soaking in the delicious glow of jealousy. 

His boots crunched hay underfoot as he hustled to the funnel cake stand where Jessie sat tipsy and waiting. She’d been the one to throw down the gauntlet, so to speak, telling him that tonight was the night if he could awe her with a suitably impressive carnival trophy. It’d cost him almost seventy-five dollars in fucking beanbags, and it was near closing time, but it was about to be worth it.

He stopped short of the picnic table where she sat and stood with a big dumb grin on his face, waiting for her to look up. It took longer than it should have, but when she did, he knew he’d done it.

“Holy shit, Roy!” She jumped up and embraced the floppy-eared colossus, then spun on her heels. Her skirt flew up a bit and Roy’s heart fluttered. “You, mister,” she said, giving him a peck on the cheek. “You get a prize too.”

With the bunny head-locked under one arm, she led him by the other through the picnic area and behind one of the big rig trailers. There in the shadows she pulled him close and smashed her lips to his face. Her mouth was warm and aggressive, with a hint of waxy-cup beer. Not believing his good fortune, Roy considered the possibility that he might have been raptured straight to Heaven. 

“Hey!” yelled a burly silhouette from the end of the trailer. “Get on out of here, you two! Park’s closing!”

Giggling, Jessie pulled Roy further from the twinkling lights of the fair. The rabbit bounced up and down as they raced through the shadows. Jessie turned abruptly down a long line of port-a-potties, and they darted between them. Kissing him again, she ripped Roy’s shirt out from his pants and ran her hands over his chest and below his waistband.

“Get a room, you perverts!” A squad of preteens ran off giggling.

Roy pulled away and shouted after them, but Jessie jerked him back. “I’m over here.”

“Sorry,” he said, feeling stupid and nervous. “Little shits.” 

Jessie undid his belt and unzipped his pants. Roy started freezing up. He didn’t want to be so exposed. Perhaps sensing this, Jessie said, “It’s fun to do it where you might get caught, don’t you think?”

“Uh,” he stuttered. He wanted this more than anything but was letting his long-held notions of decorum spoil the moment.

“Such a choir boy. Come on.”

Jessie rounded the corner and opened the door to the first latrine. “After you.”

“Ugh, really?” he gave it a sniff.

“Adventure, Roy,” she said, yanking him inside the toilet. “Doesn’t smell so bad. I don’t even know if this one’s been used yet.”

“We left the bunny outside.”

“The bunny? Jesus, Roy, I’m wondering if you really want this or not. Come. Here.” 

She kissed him again. When she pulled off her shirt, decorum took an instant hiatus, and the fact that this was all going down in a porta-potty flew from his mind. “Holy shit,” he mumbled around her lips.

“Yes, Roy. Holy shit.” Jessie crouched and yanked down his Wranglers, then reached around and grabbed his butt cheeks.

“Jessie,” he whispered, just as she got his undies down.

She looked up. “Yes?” Annoyance crept into her voice.

“Do you hear that?”

She cocked her head and comically cupped a hand to her ear. “Hear what, Roy?”

“In there.” He pointed into the black hole of the toilet as the bit of him Jessie held in her hand shriveled up like a gas station hot dog. She stood and looked into the tank. It came again as a gurgling. Some wet, slapping noises. 

Jessie waived it off. “It’s … it’s just the plumbing, you know.”

“I don’t think these things have plumbing.”

The air filled with an odor unlike anything Roy’d ever smelled. Something indescribable but akin to a wad of catfish bait crammed in a toaster. The sound changed to a hiss, followed by a rasping AHHHHHHHH and then the throaty turning of a growl.

Jessie screeched and spun toward the door. Roy, hobbled by his pants, toppled sideways, blocking the escape and tripping Jessie. “Get up!” she screamed. “Get up! Get—”

The tank rumbled violently, splashing water from the hole and shaking the entire port-o-let side to side.

Roy, tangled in his briefs and fumbling with his Wranglers, froze, his attention on the towering silhouette of the thing that loomed up from the toilet hole. Jessie twisted her neck to see. “Roy?” she said, her voice small and pleading. “Roy? What is that?”








  
  

Chapter One


Bologna





Sunday McWhorter considered serving an egg with a broken yolk among the greatest offenses one man could bring against another. Even if the man was his mother and even if she didn’t much care where the yolks were in relation to the rest of the egg so long as they were present somewhere on the plate. Sunday had his standards. His eggs came out hot and with their yolks intact. He started over. 

“Eggs,” he said, finishing his second attempt with a sprinkle of pepper. He set the plate at his mother’s spot in the kitchenette. He popped the toast and buttered it, giving each of them a slice. Dipping a corner into the broken yolks of the first batch, he took a bite. “Eggs,” he called again.

His mother, Regina McWhorter, emerged from her bedroom at the good end of the singlewide, which was to say that it didn’t leak as bad as the end where Sunday made his quarters. She was a tall woman and tough, too. She’d once dropped a beating on a police deputy so bad he’d quit and joined the postal service. Apparently, he’d tried turning a routine detention into a dalliance.

She was tough still, but it was the early stages of dementia and so that meant she had to live with Sunday—a fact that she didn’t like when she remembered it. Sunday gave her a hug as she sat down behind a gauzy ribbon of breakfast steam. Kissing the top of her head, he felt her go stiff. She’d been doing that more lately. “You okay?”

“Hm-mm, yes, of course.”

“Oop—almost forgot the Cholula,” he said, fetching the hot sauce from the counter by the stove. He placed it in front of her, then expertly bound her long hair in a scrunchie so it didn’t get in her yolks. Sitting back down, he put his own hair back with a second scrunchie and polished off his eggs, using the crust of his toast to scrub the plate. Swallowing, he said, “Gotta make my route this morning. I might be gone a bit longer than usual with the county fair and whatnot, but Ms. Poppy is right next door and she’ll be by to check on you.”

“I’ll be just fine.” Her smile turned suddenly bright. Even at seventy-one, her face retained its youthful sparkle. It almost made him cry, remembering the old her. Back when nothing got in her way—especially anyone who suggested the job was beyond her. She once mixed and poured an entire concrete driveway out of spite after their old next-door neighbor Bryant Childress suggested she get a man to help around the house. Afterward, she offered to pour him a new driveway, too. After that, he stopped giving Regina McWhorter advice.

Sunday reached across the little table and squeezed her hand.

“When did you get those?”

He looked down at the tattoos covering his hands and fingers.

“Had them most my life, Mom.”

She pointed to a questionably rendered image of a German Shepherd beneath the logo for the band Motörhead on the meat of his forearm. “That’s new.”

“That’s Lemmy. You don’t remember him?”

“You’ve had so many dogs.”

“Not since Lemmy.” Lemmy was Sunday’s favorite musician, R.I.P., and Lemmy the dog had been Sunday’s favorite dog, also R.I.P.

Her eyes wandered. “I have a garden to tend. It’s a sunny day.”

He glanced out the window and drank down his coffee. “That it is.”

Sunday waited until his mother finished her plate then took the dishes to the sink and washed them. He put a kiss on her head and lingered there, wishing there was some way to infuse her with his strength. She’d given him so much of hers. It honestly felt like a debt he’d never repay. He said goodbye.

On the way to the truck, he caught a glimpse of Poppy Johnson at her kitchen window. She waved. He pointed toward his trailer and she returned an enthusiastic thumbs up. Having Ms. Poppy next door to look after his mother was a stroke of luck he wouldn’t take for granted. Sunday didn’t consider himself a superstitious man. He carried around a modicum of what he believed to be the regular default amount of superstition for most people and so made sure to keep Ms. Poppy well-stocked in Fireball Cinnamon Whiskey, which she liked to sip on during evenings and anytime the sun was up. It was a small kindness for all she did for his mother. And he didn’t mind one bit if the universe took it as an offering for continued good fortune. That wasn’t a gratuitous degree of superstition in his mind, just regular default.

He went out to his truck and climbed in. He was shutting the door when his mother came down the steps in shorts and a t-shirt with one of his flannels hanging loosely over it. She took up her gardening gloves and caught him watching her. “I’m fine, Sunday Everett,” she said, bright eyed. “You’ll be late.”

Another glance to Ms. Poppy in her window, who kindly gestured for him to go. He nodded and started the truck. The big diesel roared to life. He hated winding her up in the trailer park and startling everybody, but she sounded like a tornado made of hammers trapped in a metal trashcan. Sunday was a freelance wrecker by trade, but once he took over his mom’s care, the twenty-four-hour on-call life didn’t work anymore. He missed his old truck for a lot of reasons, but mostly because it didn’t have a giant tank of sewage strapped to the back. The company permitted him to use it as his personal vehicle so long as he didn’t abuse the privilege.

He backed out carefully, then shifted to first gear and slow rolled from the mobile home park. At the exit to the road, he stopped and pulled up the Monday route on his phone. There were the usual construction sites and sports complexes he’d have to hit, as well as the county fairgrounds. He rubbed his beard and thought on the order of things. Fair didn’t open ‘til late, so he figured to do that one last.

The honeywagon, Sunday called her Honey, presented a rather cushy ride where service vehicles were concerned, and its specs were top of the line. It had a two-chamber, twelve-hundred-gallon aluminum tank, two suction hoses, and a vacuum pump that could draw over two-hundred cubic feet of human excreta every minute. The cherry on top was a fold down carrier with room enough for two latrines. Truth be told, among drivers of portable restroom service units, Sunday had hit the jackpot. And the smell didn’t even bother him anymore. Enough time spent around raw sewage will burn out the olfactories right quick.

The morning went about as well as Sunday could have expected, vacuuming out the portables at the ball fields and a handful of residential build sites. Only once did he lose suction and need to hit the shut-off valve before the backflow turned the portable into a gusher. He dug a crumpled potato chip bag out of an access port while absently lecturing would-be toilet users that this is what happens when you treat a port-a-john like a trash can. Aside from that one hitch, the morning passed pleasantly.

Pulling up to the Somervell County Fairgrounds, however, Sunday could see things were anything but regular default. He took Honey slowly over the uneven gravel and up beside a pop-up shade tent cordoned off in yellow police tape. A gangly officer with a planetoid of a belly marched over and Sunday rolled down the window as Honey drew to a stop.

“Fairgrounds are shut down until we’re done with our sweep,” said the cop, who had the profile of a chopstick stabbed through a pomegranate.

“I’m here for toilet maintenance.”

“Doesn’t matter what you’re here for. When they’re done, you can go in.”

“What’s going on?”

“Missing kids. Teenagers. The usual.”

Sunday didn’t see that it was usual at all. He couldn’t remember any missing persons cases in Glen Rose and was unable off hand to recall if there’d ever been any involving teens, though now that he thought about it, such an event just seemed common. Or maybe that was the movies blending with real life. “Alright, but like I said, I’m just here to drain the portables.”

“Yeah. I heard you. Hang here until they’re done. It’s the last sweep and then they’re moving the search into the woods.” He gestured with his head as if Sunday was blind to the massive wall of pine and red oak behind the staging area.

The officer trundled off to the sunshade where he produced a glazed donut from a white cardboard box and bit the side out of it like a shark on a life preserver.

It was another forty-five minutes before a pack of uniforms emerged from the front gate. The Donut Shark leisurely pulled aside the crime scene tape and waved Sunday through.

It dawned upon him then. In his fifty-two years he’d never been to a county fair during the day. Seeing one people-less and quiet in the broad daylight was at odds with nature. County fairs self-manifested at dusk and dissembled come dawn. But here he was.

Honey crawled over the gravel, and even though Sunday was at the helm, he sensed her hesitation. Maybe he was more anxious than he’d realized. No one expected missing teens first thing on a Monday morning. He tapped the gas to reassure himself he was still in control. Honey rumbled back that he was.

The latrines formed a meandering blue wall on the fairground’s southern border, and Sunday tsked sadly at their sloppy placement. He pulled Honey alongside and eased her to a stop, then climbed down and got his hoses situated. In no time he’d pumped the first toilet and completed the routine cleaning. Being early in the fair’s run, the units weren’t overly laden, and the work went fast.

Leaning against the truck while replenishing the toilet’s fresh water, Sunday gazed over the deserted fairgrounds. The midway with its trick games, the Tilt-a-Whirl, the corny-dog shack, funnel cake hut, the Zipper. He imagined the world flashing to night, the lights coming alive, people squealing like jail-broken lemurs high on whippets while getting tossed about by dodgy rides with questionable maintenance histories. He saw himself as a child leading his mother by the hand from one attraction to the next, the smile on her face aglow at the sight of his unbridled joy.

Then it was day again.

Sunday dropped a packet of blue biocide into the tank and restocked the toilet paper.

He was just about to shut the door and be done when he spotted a clutch of Harvestmen nesting up in the corner. “Oh shit,” he said, grabbing his chest. Sunday wasn’t a man possessed of many earthly fears, but seeing a wad of daddy longlegs scurrying for cover was about the goddamned worst thing that could happen to a person, broken yolks excepted. He got his utility hose and sprayed them out from a distance.

He went to the next portable and propped the door open with his bucket, careful to check for more of the stick-legged arachnids. Thankfully, it was all clear. A gap between units allowed a view of the forest beyond. He walked past the wall of latrines and considered the dense woods, wondering if he was being watched. It wouldn’t be hard. The leaves were still on the trees and had only started changing. Turning back to his work, he nearly jumped out of his skull at a pair of giant eyeballs staring blindly from behind the unit. “Jesus hell!” he cried out, skipping backward.

The rabbit’s disproportionally massive head was made of some shiny aquamarine fabric that would probably burst into flames if it got within ten feet of a spark. The eyes were like saucers, perfectly round, and attached not on the front of its face in proximity to the tiny triangle nose and whiskers, but on the sides of its head, fish like. The damned thing was an abomination—a fat old largemouth in Easter Bunny drag. The paws were stubby and poorly sewn like puffy fins. Carnival prizes were gaudy pieces of sweat shop fuckery, but this thing was unique even by that standard. He brought it back to the truck and belted it into the passenger seat, laughing at himself for getting spooked. “Bet somebody worked their ass off to win you.”

He flipped on the pump and shoved the long pipe attached to the vacuum hose into the portable’s tank. The machinery hummed and he let his eyes go blurry thinking about his mother again, looking for her at the fair. The idea of her. They had a rule when he was a kid: if he got lost, meet at the funhouse. He traced down the line of amusements to the end, where a pair of trailers were joined together and elaborately unfolded into something else entirely. A mind warping and mirror-filled world that went on for miles, where your fear of never getting out was what drew you there in the first place. His mother stood beside the steps and beckoned to him.

The sky turned to night. Then even darker than night. Purple black. The fair lights kindled then went out, dim and weak like dying stars. Sunday straightened, his pulse ramping up. Something churned in the earth, a low thrum vibrating through the heels of his work boots. Another sound came over the grounds through the speakers up on poles, greasy and wrong like a violin played in reverse. Back at the funhouse, his mother, still waving, retreated from view. “Mom?” he mumbled. He tried to follow but his feet wouldn’t move. The starless sky spun. The churning grew louder, grinding to an ear-splitting crescendo, a mechanical scream. Sunday clapped his hands to his ears and squeezed his eyes shut.

The vacuum whinnied and rattled. Sunday snapped out of his nighttime vision into the noon sun and ran over to kill the pump. He cursed himself for letting it run dry. Back at the tank, he saw it had hardly emptied at all. If he found another bag clogging the line he’d—well, he didn’t know what he’d do—he’d be pissed.

He reversed the flow to purge the line, then checked the toilet hole and stared into the nozzle. It dribbled muddy liquid, meaning that the clog was still in the line. Back on Honey, the pump worked harder, whining as the pressure increased. Something began to emerge from the nozzle. Pale and stained blue from biocide, it was folded up like a giant, oversoaked lasagna noodle.

Then it popped clear, followed by a gush of liquid. Sunday skipped to the truck and killed the pump, then ran back inside to see what had come out. Getting shot out of a hose at over 200 PSI had plastered the object against the inside wall of the tank, giving it the appearance of a deflated bologna. A bologna with a little happy face, complete with eyes and nostril holes and a mouth cut into it. Sunday pivoted his head for better perspective and saw a mess of stringy black laying moplike over the bologna’s terminus. He leaned in. “Is that hair?”

Realizing what he was looking at, Sunday let out a squeal in the register of a butt-shot raccoon and scurried backward from the toilet all the way to Honey. He climbed in, slammed the door, seized the wheel and tried not to black out.
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