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It’s a been a while.  Much has changed in the world since we last had occasion to speak. And even though many of those changes haven’t been good, I’ll refrain from rambling on about them here, because even though this a collection of horror stories, you’re here for escape not reminder.

And that’s the key thing, isn’t it?

Escape.

It’s the response I’m most likely to give whenever I’m asked—and I get asked it a lot—how on earth one can write such terrible things when the world is on fire. Many long-time horror fans have started to drift away from the genre in search of less visceral, less depressing fare. On some level, this make sense to me, because ultimately, there are two kinds of readers: those for whom the relentless hostility of the real world makes fictional horror exhausting, and those who seek it out as a kind of catharsis.

I assume you’re in the latter camp, or you wouldn’t be reading these words right now.

The stories In Nerve Endings were written, as my stories often are, as a means of dealing with the frustration and impotency of societal malaise or my own struggles with adversity both within and without. When everything turns bad and the ugliness of things starts to feel insurmountable, where better to run than to a book, where all manner of horrors can be conquered simply by looking away?

Horror has always thrived in dark times because it’s a genre unafraid of looking evil square in the eye, of studying the raw nature of the things that threaten us.

I write horror because it comforts me. I was raised on horror books and movies (I think I saw The Omen (1976) when I was eight and read my first Stephen King book when I was 13) and it’s a place I return to again and again because it’s where I feel I belong. After watching The Thing (1982) with friends, all of whom hated it, while I sat there with a big dumb grin on my face, infused with the sense that I had seen quite possibly the best horror film ever made (something I still believe, by the way), I knew my brain was wired a little differently. And when I wasn’t watching monsters cavort across the screen, I was reading about them in books by King, Lovecraft, Grant, Wagner, Rice, Jackson, et al. I couldn’t get enough of it. Still can’t. Which is not to say a childhood spent among the monsters means I don’t enjoy diversity in my entertainment. I am and always have been a fan of many genres and I think for writers, it’s a mistake not to read outside your own chosen field. But for me, horror, perpetually fearless and subversive, is home.

Here then, is my latest collection of sinister delights. If they entertain you enough to aid in your temporary dislocation from the awfulness of things, then I have done my job. They certainly removed me from reality long enough to assist in maintaining my sanity, or at least whatever level of sanity is possible these days.

Among these stories is one of my favorites from recent years: “Attaboy”, which I wrote in the throes of grief after losing my father to cancer in 2023. It is, of course, impossible to be objective about where it ranks in my body of work, but I feel close to it because of what it meant to me at the time I wrote it. If we’re talking about escape, no story has helped me more to deal with the horrors than this one. That I got to script it for one of John Carpenter’s Tales for a Halloween Night issues of horror comic anthologies seemed like full circle considering how much of an influence he has been on my writing. I think my father would have gotten a kick out of that too. 

Elsewhere in this collection you’ll find a story of nostalgia (which is always fun for me) and eco-horror called “The Second Hand”; a tale of the worst kind of deterioration, “Distinguishing Features”; an app that purports to cure you of your phobias “The App”; and a lengthy novella about addiction, “You Wait for It, Like it Waits for You,” and more.

Here I’ll leave you with the hope that you’ll find escape within these pages, and that, by the next time we meet, the horrors we conjure up will be worse than those awaiting us beyond the page.
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There’s a lot to say about that day back in the summer of 1989, most of which I expect you’ll dismiss as fiction, as would anyone who wasn’t there, but I need to say it anyway, for the good of my health. Take it as a story, if you must. That’s fine. I’m doing this because my wife and my therapist suggested it as a means of coping, and because nothing else has worked. This won’t work either. 

I tell myself I dreamed it all but know I did not. If I don’t write it down and look at the words from a distance, they’ll keep burrowing into me like termites until my mind and my marriage crumbles like the rotten flooring of an old house.

It’s about the day my best friend Robbie Wayans disappeared, something I haven’t talked about in three decades because every time I thought about it, it debilitated me. My parents said it wasn’t my fault and, on some level, I believe that, but they didn’t see what happened. They weren’t there, but lately I am, and I’m afraid the thing we saw at the pool is coming back to get me.

* * *
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School is out. It’s early in the morning, the sun a hundred burning eyes peeking through the chestnut trees that flank our neighborhood. The light is clean and bright. Two doors down from my house, Mr. Carver hoses down his driveway even though it doesn’t need it. It washes away his daughter’s chalk drawing of the Cincinnati skyline, and the street is wet from the runoff. Alice Carver will have another one drawn by noon. She’s an architect in Detroit now, I believe, so it’s good to know her father’s dismissal of her earliest efforts didn’t stymie her ambition. Small foamy rivers chuckle along the gutter, swallowed by the perpetually thirsty drains. I’m sitting on my stoop, tying up my new Keds—a birthday gift—and positively vibrating with the kind of excitement unique to thirteen-year-old boys who find themselves armed with paint on blank canvas days. My mother appears behind me, still in her robe, face veiled by the steam from a cup of coffee made ubiquitous by the hour. 

“Open sesame,” she says. I tilt my head back. She pokes a crispy piece of bacon into my mouth. “You drink your juice?” I nod, chewing meat that will never again taste so delicious. She musses my hair and leans down to kiss me between the eyes. “You going to find trouble today?”

“I hope so.” My smile is missing an incisor, which I’d used to glean a dollar from parents who could scarcely afford it. Even though I’d made them a proxy for an entity I no longer believed in, they knew I needed the money to finance my summer shenanigans and were content to play along rather than have me ask directly.

“Me too. Just don’t lose a limb. We’re all out of spares.”

She’s referring of course to my father’s prosthetic leg, the real one bitten off by a car accident and swallowed by the night three winters before. It used to creep me out to walk into their room in the mornings and see that leg sitting on the chair next to his side of the bed, like it had every right to be there, an unpleasant reminder that we are all just component parts, any one of which the universe may recall without notice. His right leg ended in a smooth stump just below his knee, and he loved to torment me by making me touch it or waggling it at me, delighting in my horror. It passed, both the revulsion and his resultant glee, but every now and then, I suffered nightmares in which I awoke to find myself limbless and mute, screaming soundlessly in a room that did not exist beyond the crooked oblong sketched out by the moonlight.

“We’re thinking of going to the pool.”

My mother frowns. “Oh? I didn’t think it was open yet.”

“It isn’t.”

“Ah, you mean the other pool. That petri dish of God-only-knows-what. Well, be careful and don’t drown.”

“I won’t.”

She nods her satisfaction. “And if you do, don’t haunt me.”

“I might.”

She leans against the door, takes a ponderous sip from her cup and looks out over the sun-dappled neighborhood. “I’m more worried about your dad haunting me, though. Can you imagine? A ghost with half a leg. Brr. That thing scraping against the floor in the middle of the night like a wagon with a missing wheel.”

As if it’s his cue, my father clomps with dramatic unevenness down the stairs. “Betttttttttttieeeeeee...” he moans, sounding like Boris Karloff, and we both crack up. When I turn to look, I see his back as he enters the kitchen. He waves without turning around, lured by the smell of breakfast. I’ve recalled that image of him a lot over the years, more since his death. Pristine white shirt and tan khakis, unkempt black hair curling over his shirt collar, the barely perceptible limp, not nearly as pronounced as he’d made it seem coming down the stairs. I wish I’d have run to him and hugged him. I wish I’d found any reason at all to stay home with my parents where it was always safe.

“I summoned him by accident,” my mother says. “I don’t know my own power.”

Laces tied, humor buoyed, I stand and shake the comfort into my new shoes. They’ll have sliced my ankles to ribbons by day’s end, but that’s okay. Childhood is about raw wounds, the scars the armor of adulthood.

“Bye, Mom.”

She nods sagely as if accepting a proclamation of fealty from an underling.

“Don’t get arrested. We can’t afford the bail, so we’ll probably leave you there.”

“No promises,” I tell her and then I’m racing around the corner of the house to where my faded and shabby warhorse, a BMX that looks like every day is a stay of execution, leans dispiritedly against the siding. There’s rust on the rims and the saddle resists rightness, the leather perforated, the foam flattened and discolored after years of retaining rainwater. The pedals are chipped and cracked, the reflectors long gone, and the handlebars don’t always obey. The chain sounds like anguish and untethers itself with a regularity that at best means I spend more time stationary than ownership of the vehicle would imply, and at worst, sends me flying when it locks up the pedals on high-speed declines. My parents rarely comment on the state of my steed because money is tight since my father’s accident and they don’t wish to give me false hope, and I never ask for a replacement. That they give me pocket money is something of a miracle, but it isn’t much, and I have to earn it. I could save for one, but by the time I’d have enough, I’ll be headed for college and thinking of a more extravagant means of conveyance. So, for now it’s the bike, which is a piece of crap and seldom gets me from A to Z, but it’s summer, and I’m okay walking from F. 

My mother is still at the door when I walk the warhorse down the driveway and out onto the street. “Dinner’s at six.”

“Okay.”

“Love you, Sugar Bear.”

“Gross.”

She laughs and that sound echoes throughout my life when I need it most. On this day, I am too young to know the full scope of her hardships. I might not know them still. But I love her, and she loves me, and it’s enough to keep our spirits aloft. Plus, it’s a Friday, which means, no matter how this day goes, there’s a Blockbuster horror movie rental and pepperoni pizza at the end of it. Those memories remain among my favorites, right alongside the birth of my first son and the first date with my wife when we sat outside in the rain after all the other patrons of the café had fled inside and I thought my heart would explode with love. Friday Night Movie Nights always followed the same template. My father would suggest an old classic, a Universal monster movie, usually. He didn’t care much for modern horror, which he claimed was all flash and no story. My mother wanted contemporary and gory. They would negotiate with all the fervor of courtroom attorneys, but all of us would be satisfied with the verdict, which invariably meant a pick from each category.

I rarely missed out on these wonderful nights. They often feel like the very definition of my childhood and are a large part of the reason I became a movie producer. But I did not watch a horror movie with my parents that night, or ever again. After what I saw that day, I still have trouble with them, though they’re hard to avoid, especially now that they’re big money makers again. But I try. Jesus, how I try.

2

My best friend Robbie is sitting on the hood of his brother’s Dodge when I skid to a stop outside his house. His bony knees are drawn up, worn sneakers planted on the fender. This is an act of defiance. Robbie isn’t even allowed to ride in the car as a passenger, never mind disrespect it by sitting on it. If he gets caught, Dougie Wayans will mash the living shit out of him and nobody will intervene because “if it happens, you asked for it” is the dictum by which the Wayans family seem to abide. And Robbie does goad his brother at every turn. I never really understood that dynamic, why Robbie asked for punishment and Dougie always obliged. I understood even less how two brothers, separated by a mere four years, could loathe each other so much that damn near every time their paths crossed, they were at each other’s throats. If they knew the reason for this enmity, they never spoke of it, and the few times I asked, Robbie just shrugged and said it was because his brother was a “total fucknut.” If they were ever civil to one another, it went unwitnessed by mortal eyes.

“Nice kicks,” he says. His skateboard is propped up against the right front wheel of the car in another sign of disrespect. Dougie will probably use it to bash his brother’s brains out, so I don’t intend to hang around very long. Watching them fight gives me a queer feeling in my stomach. Friendship always compels me to intervene and defend Robbie. Fear of what might happen keeps me away. I was not then, nor am I now, comfortable around confrontation. As a result, I’m forty-three years old and I’ve never broken a bone. Even on those rare occasions in which I move my wife to anger, it activates an ugly current beneath my skin that makes me want to vomit. It was there in me before that day, but the thing at the pool made it a permanent condition. Call it trauma, or PTSD. Call it a neurosis. The name doesn’t matter, only that I have always been scared, like a foundling that never really learned the instinct to flee before danger finds it.

“Thanks. Ready?”

His dark greasy hair is long enough to obscure most of his face. It wasn’t when we first met, but he didn’t have chronic acne then either. He nods curtly and shoves himself off the hood of the car. I note that the button on the seat of his Levi’s has scored a small scratch in the red paint and my guts quiver. I’m glad we’re heading to the pool today because it’s somewhere Dougie won’t think to look. 

Robbie doesn’t have a bike. Dougie tossed it into the back of the garbage truck after one particularly contentious argument back in April, so I walk the warhorse along beside him down the middle of the street, idly registering the goings-on, or the lack of, in the neighboring houses. Millicent Grable, eighty-two years old and seldom seen without a cigarette clamped between her shriveled lips, sits on her porch swing sipping from a glass of what we have speculated is vodka or gin, but might just be water. Her hair is a bird’s nest of silver and white, hooded eyes perpetually narrowed in suspicion at a world that constantly validates it, bony legs crossed beneath a sunflower dress. By her feet sleeps Gomer, an Australian Shephard, all but blinded by the twin cataract moons eclipsing his eyes.

I nod at Millicent, who coughs into one gnarled hand while waving halfheartedly with the other.

Next door, Garrett Hopkins, former high school coach and full-time bully, is an ass crack shrugging free of a pair of baggy jeans while the rest of his bulk rolls around inside the exposed belly of his battered old GMC truck, the hood shading him into invisibility but for one flabby arm. The clinking of tools competes with grunts of disdain as we hurry past his oil-spotted driveway. If he spotted us, he’d have tried to make awkward small talk about local sports and we wouldn’t have known what he was talking about, which would have disgusted him.

Three doors down on the opposite side of the road is a Cape Cod painted a vibrant pink with cream-colored shutters. The yard is an explosion of blooming shrubs and flowers. It’s beautiful chaos, impeccably maintained, and impossible to ignore. This is the home of the Scarsdale Family, who seem to have time only for their garden and the God who allowed them to have it. As we pass by, a lofty ceramic Jesus on the stoop shows us his glowing heart. Minds abuzz with sin, we are forcibly unmoved by the gesture. Tacked to the pristine picket fence is a wooden plaque declaring the Good Lord and Savior’s Policy on Soliciting. From one of the windows, a young blonde girl looks out at us. Jeannie Scarsdale. She looks bored and waves with an enthusiasm that would have caused Millicent Grable’s hand to snap off at the wrist. Robbie and I wave back and, delighted, she makes further gestures we cannot hope to understand, so we don’t try.

Instead, we move on until we are clear of the neighborhood and heading down the hill, flanked by walnut trees, to the strip mall, which spreads around the Texaco gas station like a surge barrier. Despite its size, there is very little to interest us here except for the Blockbuster and Pete’s Pizza Palace. The movie theater is further on in the heart of town, as are all the best restaurants (McDonald’s and Burger King.)

While we wait to cross the intersection, Robbie squints at the inflatable green dragon draped flaccidly across the flat roof of The Electronics Store, its mouth moving soundlessly in the faint breeze as if gasping for air.

“You think dragons were ever real?” 

I shrug. “I don’t think so. I think they were made up by whoever writes legends and fairytales. Probably like Frankenstein and Dracula and ghosts and stuff are now. Creepy things meant to scare people.”

“They’re not scary though.”

“Well that one isn’t. But that’s because it’s plastic or whatever, and all the air’s escaped. If dragons were full of air, they’d have been easier to kill. You wouldn’t even need a sword. Just a needle. And they’d never have been able to stop flying because landing might have punctured them.”

The little green man on the crosswalk sign wakes up and we make our way across the intersection, paying little mind to the people crammed into the procession of cars to our right. The air is heavy with exhaust, and it fuels our eagerness to reach the pool.

“I think Dougie’s going to kill somebody someday,” Robbie says.

“Like, for real?”

“For real.” 

“He wouldn’t do that, though, right? I mean, he’d go to jail.”

“He choked me out once and if Dad hadn’t come home just then, I don’t think he’d have let go. I think he’d have held on even after I stopped breathing. He’s a maniac, dude. I mean, like, totally crazy.”

We pass the gas station, where a longhaired homeless man in a stained overcoat cackles and dances around the irritated clerk tasked with getting rid of him. At the pump closest to us, a man in a Bengals baseball cap chuckles while he watches. We can smell the gasoline. It turns the air above the pump to smoked glass. In another car, a baby squalls from the backseat while in the passenger seat, the mother stares straight ahead, hands on the steering wheel, eyes vacant.

“Do you think you should tell someone?”

“Like who?”

“I dunno. Your Dad?”

“He wouldn’t do anything. He’s afraid of him. So’s Mom. Maybe I am too, sometimes.” He produces from his pocket a pair of Jolly Ranchers and offers me one, which I accept, if only to get the taste of bacon out of my mouth. “I can’t wait to get the hell out that house,” he says. “Maybe I won’t even wait until I’m old enough. Maybe I won’t even wait until next year.”

The thought of him one day being gone fills me with a heavy sadness I don’t have the words to express. Even if I did, I doubt I’d have spoken them aloud. Robbie was a lot of things, most of them good, but he’d likely have called me a pussy and socked me in the shoulder if I’d told him I’d miss him. Because a truth of which I’d only recently become aware was that for all his hatred of his brother, Robbie was slowly becoming him. As sure as a hammer will a nail, his brother’s fists were driving meanness into him, and I was as afraid of what my friend would become as much as he feared what Dougie already was.

I decide to lighten the mood, which has become as oppressive as the humidity. I straddle my bike, ignoring the creak and squeal, and prop one foot on the pedal. “Race you to the pool!” Rather than point out my obvious advantage, which given the condition of my bike, is actually no advantage at all, Robbie takes off like a rocket and has cleared the strip mall before I’ve even steadied the handlebars.

3

The pool was a community project, built by some enterprising locals during the crippling heatwave in the summer of 1983. They chose a patch of land between an abandoned construction site and the neighboring woods, and even though they never sought out official permission, the general consensus had been that it was too goddamn hot to make much of a stink over it. It wasn’t like the weed-choked land was being used for anything else and should the day come when that changed, well then, a pool was an easy thing to fill. The locals scored out an eighteen by twelve-foot rectangle in the earth, dug six feet down and lined it with black plastic. Then they tapped a nearby hydrant and filled in the pool. It was crude, leaky, and nobody cared because it was free, and it was cool. They cribbed some concrete blocks from the building site to wall off the area on three of the four sides, leaving it open to the woods on the northern side. This tactic ensured not only shelter and shade, but privacy too. Part of the problem with the other civic amenities was overcrowding, though of course, that would occur here too once the neighborhood grapevine got word of it. Still, it afforded the site a certain measure of discretion so as not to provoke in the authorities a change of heart. Grills and generators were hauled to the site and it quickly became a neighborhood hangout, and if the proximity of the woods meant the bugs were worse than usual, well, it was better than dying from heatstroke.

The pool outlasted the heatwave, but just barely. The hasty and imperfect construction meant it didn’t take long before the plastic started to shift, the soil drained the water, and the earthen sides began to crumble underfoot. There were some accidents, but nothing too serious, and soon the locals found a better use of their time.

Thanks to the warhorse, I reach the pool first, and it’s nothing like it was during that long dry summer in 1983. The walls are gone but for a few broken concrete blocks in the weeds, and thanks to the overgrowth the pool itself cannot be seen until you’re almost upon it, making it a clear danger zone nobody in the intervening years has bothered to sign. What remains of the area dug out by the locals is more of a lagoon now, the water dark, cloudy, and threaded with bulrushes. It is approximately half its original size, the sides ragged and loamy. The appeal, and one we might have struggled back then to adequately express, is its isolation. The area beyond the strip mall has been in steady decline. Businesses have begun to shutter. Housing prices are in flux. There’s talk of recession. But we’re kids, so the import of these matters is only legible in the lines on our parents’ faces. We seek out places where fantasies can be explored, where grownups hold no sway and magic still thrives, where there are no rules and no consequences, where anything is possible. The pool is such a place. It cannot be seen from the road, the weeds rising up long before the wall came down, and though its definitions were known once upon a time, it is depthless and mysterious now. We’ve waded in it and felt or imagined strange creatures brushing against our bare pale feet. We’ve ducked under the dirty water and wondered if we might see an opening down there, an aperture to other worlds. We’ve discussed Gill-Men and mermaids, gods old and new. 

This No Place, is our place, alone.

I set down my bike and squelch across the soggy earth toward the pool. The ground seems more porous than usual, but that’s to be expected. We had near-record rainfall the month before and I consider it fortunate the whole area is not a swamp.

The applause of worn shoes on the verge of ruin tells me Robbie’s not far behind.

I wonder how long it will take him to notice what I already have.

I wait, looking around at the tall weeds, listen to the faint hiss of the breeze through the woods to my left. A couple were found dead in there once. Murder-suicide they said. The girl was pregnant and feared her father would kill her, so she shot her boyfriend in the head and then killed herself. It was all people talked about, but then, much like the pool, the excitement died, and people moved on.

Beyond those woods is an embankment that leads down into a drainage ditch. Past that, the highway. If I strain, I can hear the whoosh of endless traffic. But none of that matters now. I am here, where I wanted to be, but though people rarely come here anymore, there is someone else here now. And it is to that presence I return my gaze.

“Slipped off the damn curb,” Robbie says, drawing to a halt beside me. He braces his hands on his knees and bends to catch his breath. “Nearly busted...my...ankle.”

“Robbie. Look.”

He straightens, my tone quieting any inquiry. Instead, he joins me in looking through the lofty weeds to the water, where there is a girl in the water.

“Woah. Who’s that?”

I shake my head. She’s facing the opposite bank so we can’t see her face. The brackish water reaches midway up her back, which I register, as any thirteen-year-old male would, is bare. If not completely naked, she is, at the very least, topless. I know, at my age, with my body hurtling chaotically through the hostile terrain of hormonal hell, with hair appearing in strange places and my voice disintegrating on the high notes, I should feel a stirring at the situation, and indeed I do. But it is not arousal. It’s fear.

“Maybe we should go,” I tell Robbie, but I know what he’s going to say before he says it.

“Are you crazy? Dude...there’s a naked chick in our pool.”

It is not our pool. It’s never been ours. For a time, it belonged solely to the people who dug it out of the abandoned earth and used it, but since then, it has been nothing but a depression in the earth collecting rain. Anyone who wishes to use it has the right, but few ever would.

I think of my bike a few feet behind me. Of how easy it would be to turn and retrieve it and just go home. It seems like the best thing to do. I don’t want to be here when that girl notices she has a pair of horny boys ogling her and screams for the police. At least this is what I tell myself is the basis for my unease, but it’s a weak justification for the turbulence rippling through my body and brain. 

“We should go,” I mutter again.

“Excuse me!” Robbie cries out and I flinch away from the sound as if it were a gunshot.
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