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INTRODUCTION:


HORROR IN 1992


WITH AN OVERALL DECREASE in the amount of genre books appearing on both sides of the Atlantic last year, the number of horror titles published in 1992 once again significantly trailed the totals for the fantasy and science fiction markets.


Although the output of horror published in America remained fairly constant, the number of titles appearing in the UK dropped slightly for the first time in two years. However, despite this decrease, the long-touted collapse of the horror market still failed to materialise.


In fact, almost all the Big Names in the genre had new novels published in 1992:


As always, Stephen King led the field with two new non-supernatural thrillers, Gerald’s Game and Dolores Claiborne. Dean R. Koontz once again top-and-tailed the year with a pair of guaranteed bestsellers, Hideaway, involving near-death experiences, and Dragon Tears, about a cop marked for demonic vengeance.


James Herbert returned to his fictional roots with the ecological disasters of Portent, while Clive Barker successfully crossed over into the Young Adult market with The Thief of Always, a dark fantasy effectively illustrated by the author.


Anne Rice continued to chronicle the exploits of her popular vampire hero Lestat in The Tale of the Body Thief. Midnight Whispers was the fourth volume in the gothic horror thriller series about the Cutler Family, bylined V. C. Andrews™ in America and The New Virginia Andrews™ in Britain. Despite an apologia from the Andrews family, admitting the books weren’t written by her, real author Andrew Neiderman still remained uncredited.


Following The Wild last year, Whitley Strieber remained in the horror field with Unholy Fire, a novel about occult possession. John Saul’s Shadows contained his usual demonic children, Michael Stewart resurrected a 300-year-old murderess in Belladonna, and Nightworld was the sixth volume in F. Paul Wilson’s loose series which began with The Keep.


Basil Copper’s long-awaited occult novel The Black Death finally appeared from Minneapolis publisher Fedogan & Bremer, who look set to become a second Arkham House perhaps. Absolute Power by Ray Russell was produced as a limited edition by Maclay and Associates, Curt Siodmak’s medical chiller Gabriel’s Body marked the return of the veteran author/screenwriter, and Ronald Chetwynd-Hayes updated his terrors to an urban milieu in Kepple.


Richard Laymon’s killer played with nubile young girls in Blood Games, inexplicable accidents plagued the protagonist of Peter James’ Prophecy, Marvin Kaye added a note of musical menace to Fantastique, and Tanith Lee transformed a family of shapechangers in Heart-Beast. The ubiquitous Graham Masterton pushed out The Pariah, conjured up Native Indian curses for Burial and revived H. P. Lovecraft’s Brown Jenkin in the Cthulhu Mythos novel Prey.


There were also welcome new novels from K. W. Jeter (Wolf Flow), Stephen Gallagher (Nightmare, With Angel), Lisa Tuttle (the Arthur C. Clarke Award-nominated Lost Futures), Michael Cadnum (Ghostwright), Ray Garton (Dark Channel), Stephen Laws (Darkfall), Christopher Fowler (Red Bride) and Thomas Monteleone (Blood of the Lamb).


When he wasn’t being V. C. Andrews, Andrew Neiderman found time to write The Need and Sister, Sister under his own byline. T. M. Wright also published two new titles last year, Little Boy Lost and Goodlow’s Ghosts. Michael Slade (a pseudonym for several Canadian lawyers) tried for a slice of the psychokiller market with Cutthroat, and Shaun Hutson attempted to tone himself down in Heathen.


*   *   *


There is no doubt that 1992 will be remembered as the Year of the Vampire, in no small way influenced by Francis Ford Coppola’s much-hyped movie Bram Stoker’s Dracula. In fact, vampire fiction accounted for almost 20 per cent of all the horror titles published last year.


Not counting the large number of reprint volumes spruced up by avaricious publishers to look like new books, the aforementioned Anne Rice bestseller, and various reprintings of Bram Stoker’s out-of-copyright original, there were still plenty of new titles for fans of the undead to sink their teeth into.


Blood Brothers by Brian Lumley was the first volume in his new Vampire World trilogy and a follow-up to the hugely popular Necroscope series. In Children of the Night Dan Simmons placed his vampires in a post-Ceausescu Romania and combined them with AIDS. S. P. Somtow’s Valentine was the long-awaited sequel to his 1984 novel Vampire Junction, again featuring vampiric rock star Timmy Valentine; and Kim Newman continued to play literary mind-games by setting Anno Dracula in a Victorian Britain ruled by the Count himself.


Morningstar, the first novel by Hellraiser sequel-writer Peter Atkins, deftly combined the two icons of modern horror, the serial killer and the undead. Fred Warrington took a more traditional route with her vampires in A Taste of Blood Wine, Storm Constantine’s Burying the Shadow featured a race of angelic vampires, while Tanith Lee’s Dark Dance was about a family of not-quite-vampires.


Blood on the Water was the sixth in P. N. Elrod’s series about vampire reporter/private investigator Jack Fleming, set in Depression-era Chicago. Another PI, Christopher Blaze, searched Miami for a drug smuggling vampire kingpin in Vincent Courtney’s Harvest of Blood, the sequel to his earlier Vampire Beat.


Blood Trail and Blood Lines, the second and third books respectively in Tanya Huff’s Blood Prince series, featured vampiric romance writer Henry Fitzroy and private investigator Vicky Nelson hunting for a serial killer of werewolves and a murderous living mummy.


Scott Ciencin kicked off his series about a half-vampire, half-human girl with The Vampire Odyssey and quickly followed it up with The Wildlings and Parliament of Blood. Gary Raisor’s Less Than Human featured an unlikely pair of pool-playing vampires, Kathryn Meyer Griffith gave an apocalyptic twist to The Last Vampire, and we were also treated to The Vampire’s Apprentice by Richard Lee Byers, Kiss of the Vampire by Lee Weathersby, Thirst of the Vampire by T. Lucian Wright, Sweet Blood by Pat Graversen and Liquid Diet by William Telford.


At least Child of an Ancient City by Tad Williams and Nina Kiriki Hoffman attempted something different by combining Arabian Nights storytelling with the undead in a short novel illustrated by Greg Hildebrandt in America and Bruce Pennington in the UK. Charles L. Grant rightly decided to lampoon the entire subgenre under his “Lionel Fenn” byline in The Mark of the Moderately Vicious Vampire, and followed it with another spoof, 668: The Neighbor of the Beast, both featuring his comedic hero Kent Montana.


Because the revival of interest in vampires was mostly sparked by the influence of Hollywood, it was perhaps inevitable that we would get the novelisation of Buffy the Vampire Slayer by Richie Tankersley Cusick. Somewhat more surprising was Bram Stoker’s Dracula by Fred Saberhagen and screenwriter James V. Hart—presumably because they didn’t think the original was close enough to the film version.


The other dominant trend in 1992 was the explosion of the Young Adult market for horror fiction. It quickly established itself as a major marketing force within the field, and horror titles comprised around one-third of the entire YA market.


This was mainly due to new teenage horror lines being created by several major publishers and the runaway success of such bestselling authors as Christopher Pike (Chain Letter 2: The Ancient Evil and Monster) and R. L. Stine (Goosebumps: Welcome to Dead, Goosebumps: Stay Out of the Basement, and a vampire entry in the rival series, Fear Street: Goodnight Kiss).


The undead proved to be just as popular amongst teen readers as their adult counterparts, with L. J. Smith continuing the exploits of two vampire brothers and the girl they both love in Vampire Diaries Volume IV: Dark Reunion, Caroline B. Cooney promising The Return of the Vampire, and Nancy Garden discovering My Sister, the Vampire.


Teenage hauntings manifested themselves in A Christmas Ghost by Robert Westall, Shapeshifter by Laurence Staig, three further volumes in Barbara and Scott Siegal’s Ghostworld: series (Dark Fire, Cold Dread, and Fatal Fear), Mirror, Mirror by D. E. Athkins, and two volumes in the Phantom Valley: series, Stranger in the Mirror and The Spell, both by Lynn Beach.


The Young Adult market proved so lucrative that even a couple of well-respected horror writers added their own contributions under nom de plumes: Ray Garton catalogued a series of supernatural murders as “Joseph Locke” in Kiss of Death, while as “Simon Lake” the ever-prolific Charles L. Grant introduced us to Midnight Place: (a YA variation on his Oxrun Station setting) in Daughter of Darkness and Something’s Watching.


As always, the emerging stars of horror fiction were busy establishing themselves, and Kathe Koja (Bad Brains), Melanie Tem (Blood Moon and The Wilding), Mark Morris (The Immaculate), Graham Joyce (Dark Sister), Joe Donnelly (The Shee) and Daniel Easterman (The Name of the Beast) all continued to build upon their growing reputations. There were also impressive novel-length debuts by Poppy Z. Brite (Lost Souls, about decadent Southern vampires), Elizabeth Massie (Sineater), Susan Palwick (Flying in Place), Jessica Amanda Salmonson (Anthony Shriek) and Wayne Allen Sallee (The Holy Terror).


Horror also proved itself the mainstay of the midlists with such titles as Chiller by Randall Boyll, Dark Fortune and Dead Time by Richard Lee Byers, Boneman by Lisa Cantrell, Darkborn by Matthew J. Costello, The Hoodoo Man by Steve Harris, Dark Silence by Rick Hautala, Deathgrip by Brian Hodge, Succubi by Edward Lee, Chaingang by Rex Miller, Dark Time by Maxine O’Callaghan, Kiss of Death by Daniel Rhodes, Hell-O-Ween by David Robbins, Skeletons by Al Sarrantino, The Dead Man’s Kiss by Robert Weinberg and The Monastery by J. N. Williamson.


Content to hide their lights under bushels were fantasy author Charles De Lint (From a Whisper to a Scream by “Samuel M. Key”), science fiction novelist John Brosnan (Bedlam by ‘Harry Adam Knight’) and crime writer Ed Gorman (The Long Midnight by “Daniel Ransom”).


Of course, there were always those books which were kept a healthy distance from the horror shelf, despite their content: Robert R. McCammon continued his drift into the mainstream with Gone South, a Southern Gothic thriller. Christopher Moore’s Practical Demonkeeping: A Comedy of Horrors was somewhat predictably compared to Clive Barker’s work, while Emma Tennant’s Faustine was a contemporary retelling of the Faust legend and Augustus Rex by Clive Sinclair had Beelzebub as its narrator. The refined haunting of Jonathan Aycliffe’s Whispers in the Dark was amongst the best the field had to offer last year, and Susan Hill continued the theme in The Mist in the Mirror. At least Jonathan Carroll’s latest novel, After Silence, was as genuinely unclassifiable as usual.


Although masquerading as a novel for marketing reasons, Thomas Ligotti’s Grimscribe: His Lives and Works was actually a series of interconnected narratives. Fifteen superior science fiction and horror stories lived up to the subtitle of Lisa Tuttle’s Memories of the Body: Tales of Desire and Transformation, while Christopher Fowler chronicled fourteen tales of urban horror in the aptly-titled Sharper Knives. Element of Doubt by A. L. Barker included thirteen ghost stories, several of which were broadcast by BBC Radio 4 over Hallowe’en, and Elizabeth Engstrom explored the darker side of human nature in the twenty stories collected in Nightmare Flower.


Fearful Lovers and Other Stories by Robert Westall and The Burning Baby and Other Ghosts by John Gordon each contained five tales ostensibly aimed at younger audiences, but still powerful enough to resonate with an adult readership.


More regional terrors were showcased in Aisling and Other Irish Tales of Terror by Peter Tremayne (Peter Beresford Ellis) and Whistling Past the Churchyard: Strange Tales from a Superstitious Welshman by Jon Manchip White. For those who preferred the classics, there were always Charles Dickens’ Christmas Ghost Stories edited by Peter Haining, and Richard Dalby’s not-quite-definitive The Collected Ghost Stories of E. F. Benson, which included fifty-four tales compiled from four earlier volumes.


Given the popularity of vampires in 1992, it was not surprising that a number of editors were quick to jump upon the undead bandwagon. Chief among these was the always-prolific Martin H. Greenberg who, besides editing the all-new Dracula: Prince of Darkness, also teamed up with Robert Weinberg and Stefan R. Dziemianowicz to produce Weird Vampire Tales, a collection of thirty stories from the pulp magazines, and with Dziemianowicz alone for the somewhat similar A Taste of Blood. Reprints and original stories were combined for both The Mammoth Book of Vampires edited by Stephen Jones, and Richard Dalby’s Vampire Stories, the latter at least boasting an introduction by Peter Cushing.


Probably the best original anthology of the year was Dennis Etchison’s MetaHorror, the long-awaited follow-up to his 1986 volume Cutting Edge. In Dreams, edited by Paul J. McAuley and Kim Newman, contained an eclectic mix of science fiction and horror stories celebrating the 7-inch single. It was certainly more ambitious than the year’s other music anthology, Jeff Gelb’s Shock Rock, despite the latter’s inclusion of a new novella by Stephen King and an introduction from Alice Cooper.


Editors John Skipp and Craig Spector returned to the world of George Romero’s zombies for Still Dead: Book of the Dead 2, and F. Paul Wilson did a creditable job integrating the nineteen stories comprising the second Horror Writers of America anthology, Freak Show. The Midnight Rose collective of Neil Gaiman, Mary Gentle and Roz Kaveney mostly ingnored the horror potential of another shared-world anthology, The Weerde: Book 1, in which a race of shapechangers co-exist with humans.


Peter Crowther’s Narrow Houses included all the requisite Big Names, while Dark at Heart edited by Joe and Karen Lansdale featured twenty crime and suspense stories by many writers better known for their horror work. The Pan Book of Horror reached its thiry-third year of publication with Dark Voices 4, edited by David Sutton and Stephen Jones.


David G. Hartwell’s Foundations of Fear was a hefty 660-page follow-up to his other excellent reprint anthology, The Dark Descent. Fedogan & Bremer continued their bid to take on the Arkham House mantle with Tales of the Lovecraft Mythos edited by Robert M. Price, which featured twenty classic Cthulhu Mythos tales. Ramsey Campbell’s Uncanny Banquet included a new story by the editor and Adrian Ross’ rare 1914 novel The Hole of the Pit.


Only book club members were given the opportunity to see Marvin Kaye’s Lovers and Other Monsters, while other seasoned anthologists fared somewhat better with Terror by Gaslight: An Anthology of Rare Tales of Terror, the second book with that title edited by Hugh Lamb, Great Irish Stories of the Supernatural, edited by Peter Haining, and Richard Dalby’s Horror for Christmas.


The Oxford Book of Gothic Tales edited by Chris Baldick contained thirty-seven stories dating from the eighteenth century to the present, and Brian Stableford unearthed some equally obscure finds for The Second Dedalus Book of Decadence: The Black Feast and The Dedalus Book of Femmes Fatales, which mixed in new material as well. Midnight Graffiti, edited by Jessica Horsting and James Van Hise, contained reprints from the glossy small press magazine along with original stories, while David B. Silva’s The Definitive Best of The Horror Show was exactly what the title suggested. Reel Terror: The Stories that Inspired the Great Horror Movies was an uninspired selection by Sebastian Wolfe, but the same editor showed more originality with The Little Book of Horrors: Tiny Tales of Terror, which managed to squeeze in seventy short-short stories, poems and cartoons.


As always, Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling’s The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror: Fifth Annual Collection was the most substantial of the year’s prime volumes, containing forty-four stories and six poems. Karl Edward Wagner’s The Year’s Best Horror Stories celebrated its twentieth anniversary with volume XX, Robert Morrish and Peter Enfantino’s Quick Chills II collected twenty-five stories which appeared in the small presses during 1989–91 and, as usual, our own Best New Horror 3 was the only annual showcase to appear on both sides of the Atlantic.


The inevitable collapse of the Pulphouse publishing pyramid, supported by multifarious magazines and overpriced “collector’s editions”, proved that you still can’t fool all of the people all of the time.


Otherwise, in America horror fiction continued to flourish in the small press magazines with John L. Herron’s Aberrations: Adult Horror, Science Fiction and Dark Fantasy, four issues of the World Fantasy Award-winning Cemetery Dance, edited by Richard T. Chizmar (including a new Stephen King story), two issues each of Mark Rainey’s Deathrealm, Crispin Burnham’s Eldritch Tales and Gretta M. Anderson’s 2AM. There was just one new issue each of Peggy Nadramia’s WFA-winning Grue and Jon B. Cooke’s Tekeli-li!, although the latter weighed in at an impressive 128 pages.


Jeff VanderMeer’s Jabberwocky grandly billed itself as ‘The Magazine of Speculative Writing’, and the first issue of Rachel Drummond’s Sequitar suffered from the same pretentious tone. The Scream Factory devoted an issue to listing the worst horror fiction, including short stories which one editor thought insulted his intelligence, clearly an achievement.


After an absence, Midnight Graffiti published a new issue featuring fiction by Rex Miller, Ray Garton and David J. Schow, while W. Paul Ganley’s long-running Weirdbook (another WFA-winner) also managed a single issue with stories by Brian Lumley and Scott Edelman, and poetry by the late Joseph Payne Brennan.


Darrell Schweitzer’s revived Weird Tales produced a pulp-sized issue showcasing John Brunner’s fiction, but the somewhat delayed F. Paul Wilson special marked an unattractive change of format. The anti-censorship periodical Gauntlet: Exploring the Limits of Free Expression published two volumes which included fiction and articles by Ramsey Campbell, Robert Bloch, Steve Rasnic Tem, Richard Christian Matheson, Poppy Z. Brite, Harlan Ellison and a comic strip adaptation of a F. Paul Wilson story.


Shivers was a new British horror film magazine launched by the publishers of Starburst. A bit on the thin side, it at least had the distinction of being edited by one of the field’s premier critics, Alan Jones. Also worth a look was David J. Schow’s “Raving & Drooling” column in the American horror movie magazine Fangoria, in which the creator of the “Splatterpunk” appellation vented his spleen in an often forthright and funny manner.


Possibly one of the most prolific publishers of horror material, much of it devoted to the so-called “Lovecraft Circle”, was Necronomicon Press. As well as producing a multitude of chapbooks devoted to HPL and his colleagues, they also published three issues of Robert M. Price’s Crypt of Cthulhu, two issues of S. T. Joshi’s Lovecraft Studies and a single issue of Studies in Weird Fiction, also edited by Joshi. Three issues of Necrofile, the premier critical review of horror fiction, edited by Stefan Dziemianowicz, S. T. Joshi and Michael A. Morrison, also appeared.


The third issue of Leigh Blackmore’s Terror Australis was a “Jack the Ripper Special”. In Britain, David Pringle’s Interzone continued to publish some of the most interesting short fiction around, and the second paperback volume of David Garnett’s revived New Worlds also included some offbeat material.


Interzone’s companion title, Million, the Magazine About Popular Fiction, included features on Robert Bloch, Stephen Gallagher, James Herbert and Robert Aickman, and The New York Review of Science Fiction also published the occasional piece of interest to horror fans. For straight news and reviews, American readers could pick from either Locus or Science Fiction Chronicle, while in UK the choice was Critical Wave and The British Fantasy Newsletter.


In fact, the British Fantasy Society’s irregular Newsletter finally found a new editor and a new identity, and was supplemented by the sixth issue of Peter Coleborn’s Chills, Dark Horizons No. 33, edited by Phil Williams, the fourth Mystique from Mike Chinn and Mark Morris’ short story chapbook Birthday. Rosemary Pardoe produced another welcome volume of Ghosts & Scholars, and Peeping Tom put out four issues edited by Stuart Hughes. The 80th issue of Gordon Linzner and Jani Anderson’s long-running Space & Time was going to be the last, but it might continue under a new publisher.


Despite the proliferation of professional anthologies and collections and small press magazines, one of the expanding outlets for short horror fiction in 1992 was signed, numbered or illustrated limited edition chapbooks and paperbacks.


Colorado’s Little Bookshop of Horrors put out a number of titles under the Roadkill Press imprint, including For You, The Living by Wayne Allen Sallee, Beautiful Strangers by Melanie and Steve Rasnic Tem, Cannibal Dwight’s Special Purpose by Nancy Holder, Steppin’ Out, Summer ‘68 by Joe R. Lansdale, the fiction double Kill Shot/Cuttings by Roger Zasuly and Pamela J. Jessen, and the collections Mr. Fox and Other Feral Tales by Norman Partridge and Darker Passions by Edward Bryant.


The Wildside Press reprinted F. Paul Wilson’s story The Barrens as a chapbook, then moved into collections with Courting Disasters and Other Strange Affinities by Nina Kiriki Hoffman, Rosemary’s Brain and Other Tales of Weird Wonder by Martha Soukup, and a trio of cat stories by Fritz Leiber entitled Kreativity for Kats and Other Feline Fantasies. From TAL Publications came Lucy Taylor’s impressive collection Unnatural Acts, Edward Lee’s Quest for Sex, Truth and Reality by Edward Lee, and Elizabeth Massie’s Bram Stoker Award-winning short story Stephen. Joe R. Lansdale’s God of the Razor was reprinted by Crossroads Press, who followed it with Cold Turkey by Nancy A. Collins, a new novella featuring her vampire Sonja Blue from the novels Sunglasses After Dark and In the Blood.


In Britain, author/illustrator A. F. Kidd published a chapbook collection of six ghost stories under the title Bells Rung Backwards. Crimson Altar Press produced David G. Rowlands’ The Living & the Dead, a collection of seven ghost stories featuring E. G. Swain’s protagonist the Rev. Roland Batchel, while from The Ghost Story Society came No. 472 Cheyne Walk: Carnacki: The Untold Stories by A. F. Kidd & Rick Kennett, featuring four new stories about William Hope Hodgson’s famed ghost-finder. Two tales featuring John Whitbourn’s psychic detective Admiral Slovo appeared in the Haunted Library publication Popes & Phantoms, and Haunted Pavilions included nine ghost stories about cricket, edited by Mark Valentine.


Also in the UK, editor Nicholas Royle followed his British Fantasy Award-winning anthology with twenty-three new stories in Darklands 2, Jack Hunter edited Red Stains for Creation Press, and Chris Kenworthy included seven science fiction and horror stories with a political slant in Barrington Books’ The Sun Rises Red. On the other side of the Atlantic, George Hatch’s Horror’s Head Press offered thirteen “adult” stories in Souls in Pawn, Stanislaus Tal’s Bizarre Bazaar ’92 was subtitled “A Magazine Anthology”, and Michael Brown’s Demons and Deviants was a slim volume published by Phantom Press/Fantaco Enterprises which included new fiction by Clive Barker, Peter Atkins, Dan Chichester and Steve Niles. In Australia, Bill Congreve’s anthology Intimate Armageddons appeared from Five Islands Press.


With so much vampire fiction around, it was no surprise that Vampire: The Complete Guide to the World of the Undead by Manuela Dunn Mascetti failed to live up to the promise of its title. John L. Flynn’s Cinematic Vampires was also a disappointment, despite coming from the usually reliable McFarland & Company.


Tony Magistrale managed to wring a few more facts out of his subject in both The Dark Descent: Essays Defining Stephen King’s Horrorscope and Stephen King, The Second Decade: Danse Macabre to The Dark Half (the latter including an interview with King). These might even have helped with the answers in The Second Stephen King Quiz Book by Stephen Spignesi.


Britain’s own bestselling horror writer was profiled in the multi-faceted James Herbert: By Horror Haunted, edited by Stephen Jones, which collected together articles, interviews and Herbert’s short fiction. From the University Press of Mississippi came Mary R. Reichardt’s A Web of Relationship: Women in the Short Fiction of Mary Wilkins Freeman and the companion volume, The Uncollected Stories of Mary Wilkins Freeman. Wandering Ghosts: The Odyssey of Lafcadio Hearn, by Jonathan Cott, and Lafcadio Hearn and the Vision of Japan, by Carl Dawson were both biographies of the American writer who retold the myths and legends of his adopted homeland. After Kenneth Silverman’s ground-breaking 1991 biography Edgar Allan Poe: Mournful and Never-Ending Remembrance, Jeffrey Meyers attempted the same feat with Edgar Allan Poe: His Life and Legacy.


New English Library published an updated and revised edition of the Bram Stoker Award-winning Horror: 100 Best Books edited by Stephen Jones and Kim Newman, Darrell Schweitzer’s Discovering Classic Horror contained eleven essays on the subject, and Cosette Kies’ Supernatural Fiction for Teens appeared in an updated second edition recommending 1300 annotated titles. In Starmont House’s Fear to the World, Kevin Proulx interviewed eleven horror writers, including Clive Barker, Ramsey Campbell, John Farris, F. Paul Wilson and Richard Christian Matheson, while more dedicated scholars may have wanted to track down the comprehensive Reference Guide to Science Fiction, Fantasy and Horror by Michael Burgess (Robert Reginald).


Gordon Sander’s Serling: The Rise and Twilight of Television’s Last Angry Man was a biography of Rod Serling, creator of TV’s The Twilight Zone. Editor Peter Goodrich’s Cut! Horror Writers on Horror Film included interviews with Clive Barker and Anne Rice, and The Video Watchdog Book reprinted Tim Lucas’ invaluable articles in a single volume with a new foreward by director Joe Dante.


Certainly the most attractive art book of 1992 was Graven Images: The Best of Horror, Fantasy, and Science Fiction Film Art from the collection of Ronald V. Borst, which reprinted more than 500 vintage posters and lobby cards in full colour, boasted an introduction by Stephen King, and included essays by Forrest J Ackerman, Clive Barker, Robert Bloch, Ray Bradbury, Harlan Ellison and Peter Straub.


Probably the bestselling illustrated book of last year was James Gurney’s Dinotopia, set in a lost world populated by sentient dinosaurs, while Underwood-Miller’s Virgil Finlay’s Women of the Ages beautifully showcased the delicate stipple work of the late pulp illustrator.


For fans of the Cenobites, The Hellraiser Chronicles edited by Stephen Jones contained full colour photographic portraits from all three movies, supplemented with text by screenwriters Clive Barker and Peter Atkins. Along the same lines, Bram Stoker’s Dracula: The Film and the Legend by Francis Ford Coppola and James V. Hart included the script for the most expensive vampire movie ever made, profusely illustrated with colour stills from the film. Capitalising on the Count’s renewed popularity, Dracula: A Symphony in Moonlight and Nightmares was a collection of watercolours by Jon J. Muth based on Bram Stoker’s novel.


Vampires also meant big business in comics, as the phenomenal sales of Malibu’s adaptation of Brian Lumley’s Necroscope series proved, with each issue featuring a distinctive cover painting by Bob Eggleton. Inevitably, Coppola’s Bram Stoker’s Dracula also received the graphic novel treatment, scripted by veteran comics writer Roy Thomas.


Revelations was the latest in Eclipse’s series of Clive Barker adaptations, scripted by Steve Niles from Barker’s short story, with art by Lionel Talaro. Bantam Spectra published three volumes of The Ray Bradbury Chronicles which collected new and reprint graphic adaptations of Bradbury’s stories with new introductions and notes by the author.


Tim Burton’s darker and much improved Batman Returns topped the American box office at the end of 1992 with receipts of more than $162 million, although it was soon overtaken by Walt Disney’s animated Aladdin (well past the $200 million mark by now) and the dire Home Alone 2: Lost in New York ($173 million). In Britain, the Batman sequel could only manage fourth place behind Basic Instinct, Hook and Lethal Weapon 3.


In fact, 1992 was the third best year on record for movie admissions, with genre films making up almost a quarter of the year’s total. One of the surprise hits of the year was The Hand That Rocks the Cradle, a slick psychothriller that cost $12 million to make and grossed $88 million. Far less successful was Francis Ford Coppola’s visually striking but incoherent version of Bram Stoker’s Dracula which, although it grossed around $82 million, had a reputed negative cost of nearly $70 million.


Despite ILM’s incredible special effects, the decidedly unfunny horror comedy Death Becomes Her grossed nearly $60 million and still managed to finish ahead of the underrated Alien3. Two dumb Stephen King adaptations, The Lawnmower Man and Sleepwalkers, both came in around the $30 million mark, and the disappointing adaptation of Clive Barker’s Candyman was not far behind.


Wes Craven returned to form with The People Under the Stairs, but the Stephen King sequel Pet Semetary Two proved a disappointment. The failure of either Buffy the Vampire Slayer or John Landis’ Innocent Blood to set the box office alight killed off the predicted vampire boom before it even got started.


Hellraiser III: Hell on Earth was the most successful entry yet in Clive Barker’s Cenobite series, and it managed to make more money than Dr. Giggles, Twin Peaks: Fire Walk With Me and Brian DePalma’s demented Raising Cain.


The Resurrected, Dan O’Bannon’s version of H. P. Lovecraft’s The Case of Charles Dexter Ward, and Peter Jackson’s tasteless zombie gorefest Braindead (aka Dead Alive) deserved wider exposure, however it was probably just as well that Amityville 1992: It’s About Time, Children of the Night, Critters 4, Cthulhu Mansion, The Devil’s Daughter (aka The Sect), Evil Toons, House IV, Killer Tomatoes Strike Back, Maniac Cop III: Badge of Silence, Prom Night IV: Deliver Us from Evil, Puppet Master III: Toulon’s Revenge, Scanners III: The Takeover, Seedpeople, Xtro II and others of their ilk were relegated to the video wastelands.


Genre films did surprisingly well at the 1992 Academy Awards with The Silence of The Lambs (Best Film, Director, Adaptation, Actor and Actress!), Beauty and the Beast and Terminator 2: Judgment Day each earning multiple Oscars. George Lucas was presented with the Irving G. Thalberg Memorial Award and the Gordon E. Sawyer Award went to Ray Harryhausen.


Television had little of interest to offer in 1992. Wes Craven’s Nightmare Cafe quickly disappeared and The Young Indiana Jones Chronicles failed to recapture the excitement of the original films. The small screen’s high points were all animated shows—The Simpsons, The Ren and Stimpy Show (despite the firing of creator John Kricfalusi) and the impressive animated Batman series.


At the second World Horror Convention, which returned over March 5–8 to Nashville, Tennessee, Stephen King won the 1992 Grand Master Award. Predictably, he was not on hand to receive it.


The Horror Writers of America’s Bram Stoker Awards were presented on 19 June in New York. Robert R. McCammon’s Boy’s Life won in the Novel category, while the result for First Novel was a tie between The Cipher by Kathe Koja and Prodigal by Melanie Tem. “The Beautiful Uncut Hair of Graves” by David Morrell beat out the other nominations for Novella/Novelette and “Lady Madonna” by Nancy Holder did the same in the Short Story category. Prayers to Broken Stones by Dan Simmons won for Collection, and Clive Barker’s Shadows in Eden edited by Stephen Jones picked up the Non-Fiction award. The Lifetime Achievement award was accepted by cartoonist/writer Gahan Wilson.


The British Fantasy Awards were presented at Fantasycon XVII in Birmingham, England, on 4 October. The August Derleth Award for Best Novel went to Outside the Dog Museum by Jonathan Carroll. Michael Marshall Smith won the Best Short Fiction award for the second consecutive year, for “The Dark Land”, and the anthology it came from, Darklands, edited by Nicholas Royle, won in the Best Collection/Anthology category. The Best Small Press award went to Peeping Tom, edited by Stuart Hughes, and Jim Pitts was voted Best Artist. Melanie Tem was announced as the winner of The Icarus Award for Best Newcomer, and the Special Committee Award went to Andrew I. Porter, editor and publisher of Science Fiction Chronicle.


The World Fantasy Awards were presented on 1 November at Pine Mountain, Georgia. Boy’s Life by Robert R. McCammon picked up another award for Best Novel. The Best Novella award went to “The Ragthorn” by Robert Holdstock and Garry Kilworth, and “The Somewhere Doors” by Fred Chappell won Best Short Story. Lucius Shepard’s The Ends of the Earth was voted Best Collection and Tim Hildebrandt named Best Artist. The Best Anthology award went to The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror: Fourth Annual Collection, edited by Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling, and George Scithers and Darrell Schweitzer won the Special Award Professional for Weird Tales. The Special Award Non-Professional went to W. Paul Ganley for Weirdbook/Weirdbook Press, and artist Edd Cartier won the Life Achievement Award.


Californian book dealer Barry Levin announced Stephen King was the Most Collectable Author of the Year. Charnel House’s lettered state of Last Call by Tim Powers was Most Collectable Book of the Year, and Robert Reginald received the special Lifetime Collectors’ Award for His Invaluable Contribution to Science Fiction, Fantasy and Horror Bibliography.


In an editorial provocatively entitled “Daring to Care” in the spring 1992 issue of the British small press SF magazine Nexus, Paul Brazier claimed that “the abbatoir aspect of horror fiction has come to dominate the genre, until it seems we can expect blood to drip from every page . . . Certainly, writers of [Mark] Morris’ calibre mar their books with the blood-letting which seems to be de rigueur nowadays, and it would be nice to see more real psychological value creeping back into horror fiction.”


It would appear from Mr Brazier’s comments that he hasn’t read very much good horror fiction lately. Otherwise, he might not have dismissed the entire genre in quite so cavalier a manner. Over the past couple of decades a tolerance between the genres has been established, with many authors, editors and publishers now content to blur the demarcation lines between the categories.


Then, in the grand tradition of fanzine writing, along comes Mr Brazier giving the impression that the horror field hasn’t developed since the bad old days of The Pan Book of Horror Stories. Even a brief perusal of any of the three Year’s Best horror anthologies currently available would reveal the breadth and scope of horror fiction being published today.


Of course, the very nature of some horror fiction dictates “blood to drip from every page” (in the same way that some science fiction still uses the trappings of spaceships and ray-guns), however that alone does not necessarily mean that it is bad fiction.


We would be the first to admit that there is a great deal of bad horror fiction being published (we are exposed to much of it every year when compiling this anthology!), but that argument also applies to every other publishing category.


The undeniable strength of horror fiction is the very diversity the field has to offer. One of the most enjoyable aspects of editing Best New Horror is discovering how horror (or terror, or suspense, or dark fantasy, whatever you want to call it) can be incorporated into almost any other type of fiction, be it war stories, westerns, crime or, yes, even science fiction.


If, as Mr Brazier claims, all he is asking horror writers to do is “to care about their characters,” perhaps he should read more fiction by those authors currently working in the field before he dismisses the entire genre out of hand. He might even be pleasantly surprised . . .


The Editors
May, 1993




SCOTT EDELMAN
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The Suicide Artist


SCOTT EDELMAN’S short fiction and poetry have been published in The Twilight Zone Magazine, Fantasy Book, Amazing Stories, Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction, Eldritch Tales, Weirdbook and the Necronomicon Press chapbook, Suicide Art.


He has also written comic books for both Marvel and DC (House of Mystery, Weird War Tales, Welcome Back Kotter etc.) and various television scripts ranging from Saturday morning cartoons for Hanna-Barbera to Tales from the Darkside. His novel The Gift, published by Space & Time in 1990, was a finalist for a Lambda Literary Award in the category Best Gay SF/Fantasy Novel, and he is currently the founding editor of the magazine Science Fiction Age, launched in 1992.


As always, we lead off Best New Horror with one of the most powerful stories in the volume. As the author explains: “ ‘The Suicide Artist’ comes out of my desire to wrestle with the question not only of ‘What is a horror story?’ but also the equally important questions ‘Why is a horror story?’ and ‘What is a horror story for?’


“I have always felt that a story must do more than merely pass the time. It must defend its very existence as well. It must justify itself, and the demands it makes on your time.


“When I read ‘The Suicide Artist’ aloud at conventions, the audience response is unlike that I receive for anything else I’ve ever written. Other stories of mine insist on getting mixed emotions out of a group. But no such dichotomies occur with this story. ‘The Suicide Artist’ receives a singularity of response such as I’ve never seen before. I dive into the performance, and within a few paragraphs I realise that the room has grown hushed, as if people had become too fearful to breathe. I have considered the audience reaction, and I think I have finally figured out why that happens. It is because they know that the voice of ‘The Suicide Artist’ is more than a narrator just speaking to some faceless listener. They know that the narrator is speaking to them.


“And to you.”





I LONG AGO DECIDED THAT NOTHING, nothing should suit a person’s life so much as the leaving of it, and the universe has supported me in this notion.


The use of the word “decided” is perhaps inaccurate here. I am very concerned with accuracy, for it is important to me that you understand my story, perceive the reason I am telling it to you, and absorb it with all its exacting nuances. So let me retract the word “decided” right now, and strive henceforth to be more precise in my prose. For can it ever be said that we “decide” to learn the lessons that life, in its hammerlock on our attention, endeavors to teach us?


I was not as old as you might think I would have needed to be to have first learned that central precept. I was at an age when life was still vague, and death itself seemed apocryphal.


Will you listen while I tell you of it? Of course you will. Forgive my disingenuousness in asking, when of your attention I have no doubts.


I was never a social animal. Whether I took that path by personal choice or molded by cosmic design I do not know, and at this point in my life it is far too late to invest much concern in the issue. So entering kindergarten was in itself something of a shock to me. I had never even been inside a nursery school, as mother intended to keep me as far from churches and synagogues for as long as possible, and it seemed as if the only nursery schools she could find were affiliated in some way with a religious institution of one kind or another. Kindergarten, therefore, was my first exposure to peer humanity en masse.


I did not like it. Did you honestly expect that I would?


The short, stout woman who squinted at me through thick glasses was not the only teacher I encountered there. My brother and sister five and six year olds, who were better teachers of knowledge than she, taught me everything I need to know about cruelty and intolerance, about prejudice and insult, about hatred and pride. The lessons were not ones I wished to absorb, but obviously, at that age, I had little control over my attendance. So I went, and I learned.


I did not like the other children very much. I do not understand those who, as children, did like other children. To me, they were the ones who with angelic demeanor would deliberately bump into me when I was eating my milk and cookies, who pinched me and punched me, who would share with me only under warning of some undisclosed parental threat, who would not let an accidental sin of mine, such as spilling fingerpaint or coming back from the bathroom with my fly open, go unobserved and unreported if passing it on to the teacher would create a greater entertainment, who turned faces of menace to me and faces of innocence to adults. So when some of the children began to disappear and the parents when gathered together started speaking only in muffled whispers, I did not mind. At the time, I did not understand what was happening. I only knew that to me, a world with one less bully in it was a relief.


During this period, parents were not as lackadaisical as they had once been about being there in the playground waiting for us when school let out. Their faces as they stood by the open gate, puffing on their cigarettes, were no longer calm and happy ones; even I could read the tension. Momma was always early, but then, Momma was early for everything. My childhood had been populated with mad dashes, as if out of fear that if we ever took it slow, life would get away from us. One day, Momma was not there. I watched as all the other kids vanished with their parents. I was eventually left alone in a darkening schoolyard.


You might have thought that there would have been at least one parent who, in his or her concern for the safety of his or her own child, might have spared one iota of that concern for me. I know, years afterward, that is what I thought. I have resigned myself to the fact that it was just another one of my life lessons.


I stood there solitary for about fifteen minutes, holding in my hands a lion mask we had made that day out of a paper plate. While I was staring into the lion’s eyes, a man approached and told me that my Momma had asked him to drive me home.


Yes, I know. And it seemed strange even at the time, but then, grownups were grownups, and to be obeyed. I followed him a long way from the school to where he had parked, and then we drove through winding streets I had never seen. During our entire ride, he spoke only once, and then in a soft, breathy voice.


“Your shirt,” he said. “It’s so . . . so white.”


When we parked, it was in front of a house unfamiliar to me. He must have noticed a puzzled expression, for he quickly told me that my Momma would not be getting home until later, that she wished me to wait there with him. He took my hand with cold and sweaty fingers, and led me inside. When the door clicked shut behind me, I did not like the sound of it.


You can guess what happened now, can you not? You have heard stories that have begun like this before, are familiar with the overtones, can intuit the direction in which this little incident is heading. Can I not simply leave you to imagine the rest, if details are what you require? Do I need to go on? I would rather not, but I know you, so I guess I must, I guess I must.


When, in the center of the room, I turned around at the sound of the locking door, when I saw the man’s face in its home base light, stripped of what must have been its previous strained pretense of innocence, I realized that what I had up until then been interpreting in his eyes as levity was really insanity, that what I had been mistaking as nervousness was really desire.


He moved towards me, and I began to fight. I had never been a fighter, though I had been given many opportunities to learn. In the schoolyard, in response to the boys who took great delight in tormenting me, I normally rolled into a ball and waited for them to tire. At that instance, in that house, I intuitively knew that would not suffice. I kicked and punched wildly, only occasionally connecting with flesh as he pulled at my clothing. Buttons popped and cloth tore as I protested, and he had me naked almost before I knew it. He let me go and backed away, the clothing bunched tightly in his hands. Gasping, my nose bloodied, I crawled slowly away from him into a far corner of the room.


“You shouldn’t have done that,” he said, staring down at a bloodstain on my shirt. “You shouldn’t have put up such a fight. Why do they always put up such a fight? Look at it. You’ve . . . soiled it.”


“I didn’t mean to,” I whimpered, able from the tone in which he’d spoken to tell the seriousness of my supposed crime. I looked around the room for a way out, and could see none. I was amazed that I had not earlier noticed the room’s bizarre decor. Fear had been clouding my perception, I imagine. The room’s only piece of furniture was a small cot, its rumpled sheets stained and yellowed. The door through which we had come was not visible, for it and all four walls of that room were hung with a crazy quilt of shirts and pants and shorts and socks, all small and childlike and delicate. Some were ripped to shreds, some clean but used, some covered with blood, some neat and fresh with creases still showing as if hardly worn at all. At the time I did not understand enough of the world to know what this odd collection might mean. Now I know, but I try not to think about it.


The man, who I fear I must keep referring to as simply that, “the man,” because his name I was never to learn, kept glancing from my clothing to me to my clothing again. His eyes would widen when they sought out the fabric, and I tried to imagine what it was he saw there in its folds. I could not even come close then to describing that look, but these days, I often wonder if it is the same gleam that others find in my eyes. He finally turned from me, muttering, as if I was not there. He sat down on the edge of his bed, and began to ramble in a slurred speech. I shivered and strained to hear each word he said.


“There is so much . . . evil in the world. So much. Only innocence can ward it off, protect me. I can feel it, yes, oh yes, I can feel it. The innocence has been . . . absorbed. This one is a good one. He will help me mend my shield. I can be safe again. I can be. I can be safe.”


Repeating himself, he slumped back, and then began to snore. I listened to the ticking of a clock, and made myself count along with it until I had measured out sixty ten times, wanting to be sure that he was really asleep. Once I felt confident about his lack of consciousness, I searched for the door beneath the makeshift curtain, and having found it gently turned the knob. It of course would not open. Did you expect that my travail would end so easily? You know better, don’t you? You would not have bothered coming along with me on my journey if that is what you’d calculated, would you? You desire, you need, you must have . . . more, mustn’t you?


I tiptoed quietly through the house of this man who thought he knew the secret of how to hide from evil. (If he could ask me now, I would tell him what I have learned: that evil cannot hide from evil, or from good.) For all my youth, the inventory I took on my wide-eyed tour was not difficult to interpret. It was as if a gruesome Grimm’s fairy tale had suddenly become real before me.


Pots and pans of a slowly simmering stew bubbling on the kitchen burners.


The walls a badly patched tent, sewn together of children’s clothes.


In the basement, which I descended into most trepidatiously, deep trenches filled with bones. I prayed they were those of neighborhood cats and dogs, but knew they were not.


I returned upstairs and surveyed the sleeping man. Unconscious as he was, he did present an appearance of innocence, did seem as innocent as he hoped was the cloth which his obsession told him would protect him from whatever unknown evil was his demon. The flesh of his face hung calmly, peacefully, unmolded by his mania, and I could almost believe the man belied his environment. But then I looked down to see my clothing within his slack fingers.


I grasped hold of my collar, and started slowly to pull my shirt from those fingers. If the man’s digits jerked or tightened, I would stop my efforts, but as soon as he relaxed again, I would begin once more to pull. I stared at his trembling eyelids while I worked, wondering what dreams raced through his mind. After a span of time that to me seemed longer than my life had been up until then, at last it was in my hands.


I calmly watched him breath (oh how amazed I was at my own calmness), and at that very special moment when, chest concave and mouth wide, he reached for his next breath, I as quickly as I could shoved the fabric into his open mouth and pinched his nostrils closed. His eyes immediately bulged wide, and as he looked at me, I knew he was looking into me. I knew what he saw there, and I was afraid of it. I jumped atop him and wrapped my spindly legs about his chest, and amazed myself by holding on tightly as he bucked and tried to knock me from his chest, me, a six year old. Where did my strength come from to be able to steal the life from a grown man, and a lunatic at that? I do not know.


I never know.


Once I was sure that he was dead, I pulled my shirt from his mouth, and the rest of my clothing from his hands. I took them to the bathroom sink, the grout of which was red from the man’s madness. There, I carefully washed my clothes. In the kitchen, I found an old iron with which to dry them as I had sometime seen my Momma do.


Momma. As I dressed I thought of Momma, and wondered how it was that she had failed to meet me at our appointed time. She had never failed me before. I hurriedly rummaged through the man’s pockets, and found a key, with which I made my escape. I did not take the time to lock the door behind me. I had to get home quickly, to tell Momma . . . I was not sure what.


It took many long hours of wandering before I found a street that was familiar to me. I then walked slowly home in a dark that I had never before seen alone. Even after what I had endured, maybe because of what I had endured, I took my time, almost blinded by the beauty of the night sky. As I turned the corner onto my street, I saw a police car parked in front of my house, its light flashing soundlessly. I well recall thinking that the lights flashed for me, for my absence. I was wrong.


I have perfect recall for so much else, yet I cannot remember how I reacted when they told me that Momma was dead. I can remember the moment before I learned of that death, and the moment after, but of the moment itself . . .


She died, as I understand it, as she lived, always racing. She had been rushing towards me as if by a pull of gravity, probably after having grown impatient behind a slow moving driver, or perhaps after having been frustrated even earlier behind a long line at the supermarket, and so zoomed forward at the sight of an amber light. She had not deviated from her usual style, only this time she was hit by another car jumping at the first trace of green. One of my great losses is that I do not know what I would have told Momma had we been reunited that night, had I returned home from my detour to discover her sitting pale and worried in our living room. I never had the chance. My father and the other relatives were too lost in their grief to notice anything other than my reappearance itself. They did not act as if anything unusual could have occurred during the absence that prefaced it. They never questioned me about anything that might have happened; perhaps they lacked the imagination.


Momma would have questioned me.


And so it is that up until this day I have told no one about what that dying man saw in my eyes—that (are you ready?) I enjoyed his death. Even then, even before my newfound discovery turned to well worn habit, it seemed . . . apt. I knew that he deserved his end and his end came in a way which made artistic sense of his life, such as it was, transforming chaos into poetry. And to discover that my mother had been taken from this world with that same sense of correctness, of artistry, of flair, well . . . that taught me a lesson.


I learned how death should be.


And that was a good thing, too, because there seemed to be so much of it.


I haven’t yet told you about the rest of my family, and I’m sure you’re probably wondering about them. (No? How sad. Yet how typical of you, to be so self-centered. I should have expected it.) I’ll have you know that Momma’s death affected not just me. It affected the entire family. Dad, oh how Dad did change. And Kate. It affected Kate.


Kate was my older sister by four years, which meant that she was almost ten when Momma died. Once we were down to a familial trinity, the whole chemistry of our house changed. At first, Kate tried to be Momma for both of us, but it didn’t work for long. She would cook for us, and play with me, and when Dad would come home from work and sit wet-eyed before the flickering television set, silent to both of us, she would bring him a drink, and massage his temples. She so wanted to make his pain go away. She never seemed to act with as much tenderness to me, but I guess she figured I was too young to have any true pain.


The more she became like Momma to my father, the less she could be a Momma to me.


There came a time when I was awakened by Kate crying late at night. The wall between our rooms was not sufficient to contain her sobbing. My first thought was one of surprise, for Kate had always been a stoic, never one to give in to outward displays of emotion. She hadn’t even cried at Momma’s funeral. My next thought was fear. For if Kate was crying, something was terribly wrong. (Notice that I had not yet learned of the healthy, curative power of tears. I now know that I should have rejoiced at my sister’s tears; they were the first sign of true recovery in our home in months.) I slipped from my room into hers quietly.


I had learned to move quietly through the house. I’d had to learn that; my survival depended on it. If I became an actual presence in the home, my father would sense me and look up and remember his pain, and I did not want to be the cause of that pain, both because of the way it would make him feel, and the way causing it would make me feel. (Guilt is another one of the lessons life teaches us young. It is one I have spent a lifetime, however, trying to forget.) I entered the room without my sister noticing.


She was curled up on one side, facing away from me. Her sheet was wrapped around her, and the moonlight made her bare shoulders gleam with perspiration. Her crying, as I stopped and watched her, grew very quiet. Now and then her body would tremble. Her pajamas were in a pile with her blankets in a far corner of the room. The sheet which enfolded her had been gathered and stuffed between her legs, and the panda bears were stained red. She moaned, and I crept over and lightly placed a hand on her arm to comfort her.


She screamed and spun, flinging me from her. Her eyes were full of hate and fear. As I was babbling apologies, the light clicked on. I covered my eyes with my hands, and squinted through the cracks between my fingers. Dad stood beside me, a towel wrapped around his waist, the dark hair on his chest damp, as if fresh from a shower. I looked from Dad to Kate and back again.


“Go to your room,” Dad whispered. I turned to Kate. She nodded.


I went back to my room.


Do I have to make it any plainer? You are an adult, I was a child, do I have to decode it for you? Well, I will not. I refuse.


I grow tired of the explicitness you demand. Can’t I just tell you that not long thereafter my father died, and leave it at that? I am a doer, a man of action, not one of your foul storytellers. Can’t I just slip ahead past all of this . . . horror, and make my point?


No, you will not let me. And I guess . . . I guess that if I am to make you see whereof I speak, that part deserves to be told.


Having gone back to my room, I did not simply go to sleep that night. I snuck past my sister’s closed door and went back to the house where death had first shown me its bulging face. Though weeks had passed, the door was unlocked, as I had left it. That no one had been there since me I could tell before I entered the room, for the rotting body announced its presence to me before I ever saw it. The man still lay on the bed, his flesh puffy and foul-smelling.


It took me hours, but I ripped down the clothing that lined the living room walls. Neatness scored no points for my purpose. I carried the fabric to the basement and used the swatches to make bundles of the bones. The stew, which had long since congealed in its pots, I took to the bathroom and poured down the drain. In an upstairs bedroom, I found a display cabinet filled with a variety of trinkets: bracelets, some jacks and balls, baseball cards, barrettes, some rolled comic books, a necklace locket with a picture of a dog, a pair of broken glasses. I added these things to my packages. Throughout the night I walked back and forth to our house, secreting what I’d brought with me in our basement.


My task completed, I peered in once more upon my sister. She slept, but from the noises that she made, I could tell her sleep was not a peaceful one.


I punched three buttons on the phone, and whispered briefly to the man who answered.


I tucked into my bed, content.


Later, as the sun was beginning to rise, I was awakened by a loud knock on the door. Out the window I could see a police car parked out front. One policeman was already at our front door while a second moved around towards the back. I stayed in my room, listening to what transpired, acting as an uninvolved audience as my father’s voice grew very loud and then quiet again, before seeing him walk off between the two policemen.


I was not to be left alone with him again before his death.


I met with him once in a small room with a large guard, and he seemed very confused, unsure why it was what had happened to him had happened. The guard kept his eyes fixed on my Dad’s hands during the entire visit. Dad felt that for him to be there in prison meant there was no justice in the world. I left him with comforting words, but little else. I wonder whether Dad had that look of confusion on him still when he was stabbed to death in the showers by an embezzler bereft with grief who had lost a child to cancer just before coming into custody.


My sister and I were split up between family members, and never spoke about any of the things that had happened. I guess I can understand why she would feel that way. I don’t like having to speak of any of it to you.


But you insist, don’t you?


You’d have me tell you about all the deaths that followed, about the boy in grade school who would beat me up daily and take my lunch money, about the cigarette executive who pimped for the coffin nails that killed an uncle, about . . .


Never mind. You’d have me tell you about all of them, and the ends they met, each and every one, in extreme and nauseating detail.


But no.


I’d rather talk about you. You, who sit there reading these words, you who delight in the reading of these words, when you know as well as I, if you’d only admit the truth about yourself, that there is something oh so wrong with your liking of them.


I know you as well as I know myself.


You are reading these words in a magazine. On its cover is some putrid illustration of a man being tortured, or eaten by monsters, or having rotting flesh fall off his face. Maybe a woman is being raped. Maybe a child is being threatened. Perhaps the picture is crudely drawn. Perhaps it is not.


Maybe you are not holding a flimsy magazine, maybe it is a sturdy book, a handsomely bound volume with gold lettering embossed across its spine.


It does not matter. You have been reading my words, and you have actually, may God forgive you, been enjoying them. You have read the other stories before mine, both at this time and for years before, and you have smiled at the most horrible of things.


I have lived these things. This is not a story to me. I must continue living with them forever. If I could trade my life for another’s, I would pay any price. And yet you find in yourself the ability to think it is fun to visit with me. You actually consider this a way of having a good time.


You go to movies of this type, with people in pain and buckets of blood. You read novels with rats gnawing still pulsing flesh. You read comic books, rife with mass-produced nightmares.


You discuss these books, these movies, with your friends, as casually as discussing a lunch order. You are the deadly market which creates these horrible demons. Just as illegal narcotics would not be grown if there were no addicts to purchase them, so it is that no miseries would be nurtured in the lonely dark if you were not there to be an audience for them.


And what an enthralled audience you are.


So enthralled, in fact, that as you read these words, you will not hear me creeping up behind you, coming to direct you to your most poetic of ends. Of all the fiends I have known, and I have had the misfortune to know many, there has been none who has so enjoyed the agony of others as have you. For you I have a special plan. I will not tell you of it. It must be a surprise.


Do you think you feel my breath hot on your neck even now, even though I am not yet there? Good. That is how I want it to be, until I come for you. You shall have no peace ever again as you read your morbid fantasies, for you will constantly be thinking, “Is that him yet? Is it time?” The sensation of my breath on your neck will be a constant companion. And when the anticipatory tingle you presently feel is replaced by warm reality, and you start to turn, but do not turn quickly enough, you will realize that yes, everything I have told you is true, your death is right, it is just, this is your correct and proper end.


You disagree? You think your final thoughts when I shortly come for you will be different ones? I don’t see how you will possibly be able to deny the aptness of it all. Do you know why?


For you have had the stomach to travel with me so that we find ourselves still together at the end of this tale.


I look forward to meeting you in the flesh.


Soon.




ROBERTA LANNES
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THE COUPLE UPSTAIRS WAS SCREWING. Loudly. Patty picked up the book from her nightstand and tossed it to the ceiling. It made a barking noise and fell into her lap, along with some flakes of plaster. She dusted the book off and sent it up again. This time a little harder. For a moment, they were quiet. Then, with dramatic flourish, they resumed their debauchery.


“Assholes! It’s two-thirty in the morning. People do sleep at this hour!” she yelled.


She threw off the blanket and stormed into the living room. She paced, lit a cigarette, trailing smoke like a locomotive.


It was the trial. Normally, she would be asleep by ten o’clock, but jury duty was fouling up her routine. The case was stirring—a kidnapping-rape-murder—they hadn’t gotten into anything juicy yet. But, Patty found it difficult to sit still all day, felt that she had to be moving, doing something. She found herself wound up at night, unable to fall easily to sleep.


The trial had taken over her thoughts. She wanted them to get to the point and be done with it. All she knew from the testimony and legal drivel was that the accused, David Allen Garrick, believed that the death of Marianne Murphy was not by his hand, but a frame by an ex-army buddy of his. Alibis had been devised and told, the chronology of the case delineated, and witnesses brought in to corroborate the same old stuff. The case was four weeks old and due to go on for another two.


Patty stared out her window to the silent street below. She could still hear them upstairs. Her stomach churned. It had been a long time since she’d last been in someone’s arms.


The defendant, Garrick, was something of an anomaly. She had expected someone deranged, loutish, over the edge. Garrick was a startlingly handsome man in his early forties; over six feet tall, fair-skinned with a slight blush to his cheeks, dark haired, with intense, intelligent looking, brilliant-blue eyes rimmed with dark lashes. Then there was his white, even smile. He hadn’t shown it much in the four weeks. His pose was that of a victim. He often peered into the jury box from under his eyebrows, shyly reverent, hopeful.


Patty also took notice of his build. Under the frayed and baggy prison uniform, she could see evidence of lean hard muscle, broad shoulders and narrow hips, and she wasn’t alone. Though the jury was admonished not to talk about the trial, the women took to terse accolades of Garrick’s appearance when on restroom breaks.


She stubbed out her cigarette and lit another. She watched the clock. Three-fifteen. She fumed.


At first, she had found staring at Garrick mildly distracting. She noticed how each member of the jury reacted to Garrick’s returning glance. Some of the men sat up straighter, the women squirmed, fussed with their hair, and sighed heavily. But Patty wasn’t about to be taken in by a pretty face. She’d just divorced Michael, who blamed his own fatal attractiveness for his numerous, flagrant, and painful indiscretions. She swore she would never allow a man’s sensuality, his appearance, the effect, to sway her again.


Yet that afternoon, when the jury was filing out of the box, she let Garrick catch her eye. Just for a second, she felt the heat of his stare penetrate to the back of her head and down to her toes, making her swoon. Only when Garrick was turned away by the sheriff did she feel a release, the return of her composure. The incident bothered her still.


She heard the thump of footsteps on the floor above, the flush of the toilet, the murmuring that followed, and the clack of a light switch. It would be quiet now, but she wouldn’t be able to sleep feeling so worked up. She pulled a half-filled fifth of Jack Daniels from the bar, and downed it. That, she thought, would speed the coming of dreams.


Patty greeted the other jurors already seated around the long table in the poorly lit, cramped, windowless room. Ralph, a huge black man, a postal worker, eyed her up and down, then laughed with a jocular familiarity borne of the weeks they had all spent together.


“That musta been some night you had last night, girl. You look like somethin’ the cat drug in.” He leaned back in his chair and pressed the “all here” button on the wall behind him.


Melanie, a meek, dowdy housewife from Culver City, added, “You’re never late. You all right?”


“Well, yes and no. I couldn’t sleep and tried this old remedy my grandfather used, only it didn’t do the trick for me.”


The one person Patty hadn’t quite warmed up to, a care-worn lesbian bus driver named Dawn, crossed her heavy legs and snorted. “I know that remedy and a sleepless night and a hangover are not good company. What you needed was. . . .”


The bailiff peeked in and announced the judge was ready for them. They filed out solemnly, took steno pads off their seats, and sat down.


Patty flipped to her last entry. She found the doodles and sighed. The meaningless shapes of yesterday had a definite phallic quality to them today. Perhaps Dawn had been about to tell her she needed a lover to help her sleep. Sex. That was it. Maybe Dawn would have been right.


Garrick sat stone-still at the defense table as the judge swept in, greeting those present, admonishing the jury, getting things up to date. So far, Garrick’s defense was airtight. His partner, Ken Stolte, had verified Garrick’s whereabouts during the twenty days Murphy was missing, his girlfriend Anita had testified he was with her the evening Marianne disappeared, and all of his character witnesses painted a pristine picture of a good man; honest, virtuous, hard-working, easy-going. It seemed a matter of Garrick’s and his friends’ words against some circumstantial evidence.


Patty wanted to believe what she heard, but sensed there was a prevailing lack of sincerity in the testimonies.


The bailiff escorted an attractive, athletic, college-aged blonde to the stand. The prosecution introduced Cindy Howard to the court and asked her to describe her relationship with the girl Garrick was accused of murdering. Howard was stiff, anxious with the eyes of the court on her. She avoided looking at Garrick, and fidgeted with a shredded tissue. She told them she had been Marianne’s roommate and that they’d worked together at the Big Deal, a burger joint near the college they both attended. They’d had separate friends and different interests and majors, yet they had been real close friends.


Then the prosecutor asked if she was acquainted with the defendant.


“I hardly knew him. He came into the restaurant where Marianne and I worked with his big friend, Ken, the guy he’s partners with. They usually sat in Marianne’s station.”


The prosecutor stopped her, then routed her to the evening she last saw Marianne Murphy.


“Yeah, right.” She sneered at Garrick for a moment then turned toward the jury. “Marianne had finally relented after months. Dave had been bothering her for a date a long time, but she thought he was too old for her. She chickened out that day when he came in for lunch and he began grabbing her and stuff, like he’d already slept with her, real familiar-like. She said she wanted to get out of there, so I lent her my car and told the manager Marianne was sick.” Howard hung her head. “That was the last time I saw her. I tried to get the police to look into it but they won’t do anything for forty-eight hours.”


The prosecutor then asked her if she called her father.


“Yes. My father is an insurance fraud investigator with lots of connections. He knew a private investigator who could help. That was on Friday. Sunday the guy was calling me down to the morgue to identify a body that might be Marianne’s. It wasn’t hers, but seeing a dead girl my age like that really scared me. I kept bothering the police department after that.”


Patty was still holding onto her healthy skepticism. This roommate was an angry girl, but composed, sure, and honest. That’s what had been missing so far, truth. Patty looked at Cindy Howard and wondered how this girl could find the strength and audacity it took to take the stand like that and sneer in Garrick’s face.


Cindy was asked what happened on the seventeenth of August.


“My father called. Told me the police had who they thought was Marianne. I offered to identify her. That’s when they told me they were contacting her parents, and sending off to Arkansas for dental charts.” Cindy let one tear roll slowly down her cheek; so went her bullet-proof poise. “But they had found her.”


Patty knew what Cindy wasn’t saying. She finally felt she could believe what she heard. Garrick had somehow intercepted Marianne that afternoon and made off with her. In the next ten days, he’d repeatedly raped her and eventually horribly murdered her. The probability gave Patty gooseflesh, yet it inexplicably jibed with her intuition. Patty wrote down the words.


GARRICK KILLED MARIANNE MURPHY


Then she glanced at him. He was staring at Cindy, his face a dark mask of simmering rage. Abruptly he turned and looked at Patty. It was as if he knew she was condemning him at that very moment. He frowned a little and held her stare for what seemed a very long while. Patty lost her sense of time, heard little else than the rustling of steno pages being turned beside her. She felt something like the rush of adrenaline one has when having just missed colliding with another car. That feeling mingled with a revulsion for what she thought him to be—and a surprising slow burn of desire.


The judge’s gavel startled her. Garrick turned away. She let out her breath, feeling violated, unclean, as though he’d actually touched her. She would have to be more careful, though she knew what had occurred was just a silly manifestation of her boredom. Her resistance was faltering and this vulnerability disturbed her.


Patty pushed the feelings aside as she walked from the courthouse to the garage. She chatted animatedly with her juror friends before climbing into her car. Once alone, she felt uncomfortably restless. She hurried home, stopping only to get a fast food meal before turning onto her street. As she sat in her car, she ate half her dinner, fooled with the radio and lit cigarettes that she left smoldering in the ashtray. When the claustrophobic quality of the car got to her, she ran upstairs. She went from room to room, switching on the radio, the television, her CD player. She finished her meal as she stood staring out at the Technicolor sunset over the distant coastline, the collection of sounds soothing her.


“God, what’s happening to me?” She looked down at her trembling hands. She reached for the phone and called the one friend she’d managed to salvage from the divorce. Michael, the bastard, had charmed away the bulk of the others.


“Liz, it’s me, Patty. I’m going crazy with this jury thing. I figured I’d take ten days, do my duty, you know, get a vacation from work at the same time, then go back refreshed, with a new perspective. Hell, I can’t wait to get back to that dungeon at Valencia Studios. I’m yearning for the tedium, the overtime, the stress!”


“So quit. They have alternates, don’t they? Just say you’re sick.”


Patty looked up at her ceiling and watched a tiny spider wend its way down to her torchère lamp. “Well, I guess I am sick, aren’t I? Sick of the grind. Oh, God, I can’t. I want to, but I can’t.”


“You are a true schizoid, Patty. Half wants to stay, half wants to go. It’s like you, though, isn’t it? The ambivalence. Trust the part that wants to go. If I can’t sit still all day, I can’t imagine how you, the super human-doing, stands it.”


“I can’t. If I don’t have something to do, a cigarette to smoke, coffee to sip, a nail to bite, I feel hysterical. But, I also feel compelled to sit this out. Besides, I am an alternate. The last three have already filled in for other jurors. If I go, and one other juror, they’ll have to retry Garrick, and I know the guy is guilty . . . oops. I’m not supposed to talk about the case. You think my phone’s tapped?”


“God, now you’re paranoid too? Shit.”


Patty lit a cigarette, dropping the match into the residue of sauce left in the styrofoam plate from her dinner. It hissed and sizzled. “Look, it makes me feel responsible, important. Since I divorced Michael, I haven’t felt like I matter anywhere. Even my family deserted me. It was as if I was the big loser because I dumped Mr Perfect.”


“What Mr Perfect? The bastard prince? If you would tell your folks what an awful son-of-a-bitch he truly was, maybe they wouldn’t treat you like you’re nuts. Why keep the truth to yourself? Hell, I had to pry it out of you. What did you get out of keeping your misery to yourself, Saint Patty? Explain this to me.”


“Hey, we’re getting off the point. I feel like I could make a difference on this jury.” Patty sighed heavily.


“I feel for you, Patty. Look, as soon as you meet a new guy, you’ll forget this jury problem. It’s all the emptiness in your life. Wanna go to McGinty’s tonight? There are some truly great specimens there. . . .”


“I’m not ready for anything.”


“I’m not talking affair here, not a major relationship, just a night of fun. Hey, I’m single, but I’m never lonely. My nights aren’t empty.” A wink of an eye was implied by her tone.


“I would rather be lonely.” Patty couldn’t explain it. The anxiety about not stopping for even a moment, for fear she might feel the loneliness, the pain. If there was another man, there would also be more pain. She was merely being self-protective.


She made an excuse to cut the call short and hung up. She showered, got into bed, took out her book. The couple upstairs was arguing at the other end of the apartment. She fell quickly to sleep.


She dreamed of the trip she’d taken with Michael to Palm Springs when the air conditioner in the van broke. She sat in the rear, the heat stifling, her hair matted to her head, stinking from not having bathed in two days. Her neck hurt where he’d tried to strangle her. Her wrists and ankles were raw under their rope bonds. Her breasts ached from his twisting them, poking them with sharp, hot things. Every bump the van hit, her private parts burned from the repeated violations, but she was happy to be alive.


He spoke to her as the van took them further into the desert. He told her how she would love him even more when she saw the house with a pool they would be staying at. How could he think she could love him more? He had given her such pleasure once, in the beginning. She loathed what he was doing to her now. Why couldn’t he just be done with her? Let her go home. She wouldn’t tell anyone. She’d be too ashamed.


The house was everything he had said it would be. He carried her in from the back yard, into the bedroom, and laid her down on the bed. The room was beautiful. The bedspread, curtains, and wallpaper were all the same fabric. She’d seen homes like this in magazines.


From where he left her on the bed, she could see a sunken marble bathtub. She wriggled off the bed after he had gone, and hopped to the sink. With her teeth, she turned the faucet and slurped thirstily at the water, letting it run over her face.


She heard his footsteps in the hallway. She tried to get back to the bed in a dream-slowness, but he caught her and tossed her into the tub. She cracked her head, biting her tongue. The coppery sweet taste of blood filled her mouth.


He ran the water into the tub. Standing over her, he took off his shirt and jeans. When he was naked, he stroked himself, watching in the mirror. The water felt so good to her. She stared at it as it flowed over her.


“Look at me!” he shouted.


She obeyed him. He was so pretty. So perfectly built. And those blue eyes . . .


He stepped into the tub with her, then pulled off her torn soiled clothes and bloody ropes. He caringly soaped her, washed her. He shampooed her hair and rinsed it. He held her for a moment, like their first night together, caressing her.


That night had been romantic, exciting, scary. He’d gone to her apartment and lured her away to a motel near the ocean. She’d never been with a man before. Not like that. She apologized so many times for asking all those questions, but it didn’t seem to matter. He was so angry. She just wanted to know why the skin on his penis was so funny-looking. How did the strange skin disappear when he was hard? Were other men’s penises like his? So innocent. Besides it had felt fine. Really.


He’d said she would pay for the questions, and she had. Now couldn’t he just let her go?


He bent to kiss her. She felt the heat of his tongue on hers, the blood mingling with saliva. Then he struck her across the face. Again and again. Her lips swelled; blood ran down into the soapy water. She tried to hold up her arm to stop him.


Patty jerked awake. Her hair was wet, her nightslip soaked with sweat, her heart racing. It was four-thirty in the morning. Trembling, she turned on the light. Her thoughts were jumbled; she felt drugged. She remembered the trip, the torture, Michael. . . . Wait. She’d never been to Palm Springs before. It hadn’t been Michael. It had been Garrick. She’d dreamed she’d been one of his victims!


Patty lit a cigarette. She couldn’t stop shaking. She changed her bedclothes, showered, and stood shivering in the bathroom. Her breasts felt tender, ached as they had in the dream. Her vulva burned, too. A phantom pain. Like remembering having once broken a leg; a tiny echo of the pain. And she remembered the love-hate feelings.


She was fine by the time she sat in the jury box later that morning. She stared at Garrick, willing him to look back, but he kept his eyes on the witness stand. It was as if he’d had his way with her and now. . . Patty dismissed the thought as crazy and turned her concentration to the trial.


The witness was a maid for the Neidorff family of Palm Springs. The hair on Patty’s back and neck bristled. She straightened in her chair.


The maid had come the day before the Neidorffs were to return from a month’s travel. She found the house had been lived in for some time, though no one was there when she arrived. It was a mess. The worst of it was the blood. In the Misses’ closet, behind her gowns, were the words scrawled in blood, “DG has me. Help me.” It looked as though Marianne had tried to write her name, but the letters M-A-R were all she could get down. Then the police photographs of the house were passed around. Patty tried not to look, to pass them on, but she couldn’t help noticing the matching fabric of the wallpaper, the bedspread, and the curtains.


Too anxious to eat during her lunch break, Patty sat feeling lightheaded and nauseous. The sounds around her were loud and sharp. When the testimony resumed, Patty listened to it with a fierce tenacity. She wanted to hear something that would make all that she’d dreamed the night before just a nightmare. But word after word confirmed her dream, moment to moment.


The maid looked at Garrick as she was dismissed from the stand. Garrick made a strange face at her. She became visibly upset, moaned, and ran from the courtroom. Garrick’s eyes followed her until they caught Patty’s. She felt the conflicting feelings from the night before.


That was when he parted his lips and soundlessly mouthed the words. They were unmistakable.


“Sweet dreams.” He turned away, leaving her shaken.


Patty wanted to scream, run in panic out into the corridor. But she couldn’t betray herself to the others. Explanations would have to be simpered out over embarrassed silences, then they would simply laugh at her, unbelieving. She looked around at the stoic faces of the jury. Even she didn’t know whether to believe what was happening. It was possible he had mouthed the words to someone else or they weren’t what she imagined them to be. Or all of this was nothing but a coincidence.


The judge allowed a half hour recess while he handled other business. Patty gladly sprinted from her seat to the sanctuary of the garden outside the courthouse. She sat still, waiting for the beat of her heart to slow to a comforting rhythm. The sun warmed her as she began to relax.


Lighting a cigarette, she stared at Dawn who was heading over to a young woman with a small boy beside her. The two spoke quietly for a few minutes, then broke into a loud argument. She couldn’t make out the subject, but when Dawn stomped away past where Patty sat, she had tears on her cheeks. Dawn’s emotion seemed so out of character to Patty. Dawn was so hard.


Masks confounded Patty. She had hers; the perfectionist, the always cool, always composed, usually right, and sometimes impervious, as well as others. But they were so automatic, so natural, they felt like they were her. Yet in her gut, she knew they were about hiding the desperate loneliness, the emptiness, and the anxious feeling of knowing she was so horribly imperfect, ordinary and inept. Dawn had her brick wall toughness and barroom raunchiness. What tender, marshmallow heart might that mask be covering up?


She thought of Michael; his steel-plated heart masked by a face of sweet passion, ardor. She hadn’t been able to see it until the marriage seemed over. Well, she’d sensed it in the beginning, but there had been so many wonderful things about him to distract her. She bit her lip and began pacing. There was still so much she resisted thinking about Michael. Denial, Liz called it. By the time they were finally called into the courtroom, she was actually excited to return. Her feelings confused her.


She sat down and watched as Richard Dahlquist walked to the stand. Garrick slouched in his seat and looked away petulantly. His attorney whispered to him, shaking his head. Patty took up her notepad and turned to the top of a new page. This witness was important. She knew it the moment she saw Garrick grow uncomfortable.


Dahlquist had been a Vietnam buddy of Garrick’s, twenty years back. They had been stationed together at Pleiku. Dahlquist was a newlywed then and Garrick a lonely bachelor. After lengthy questioning, under cross and re-cross examination, Richard Dahlquist told a story of deceit and betrayal. Garrick had been invited to live with Dahlquist upon his discharge from the army, and did stay for almost a year. Garrick then disappeared with Dahlquist’s wife and the eight thousand dollars the couple had saved to buy a house. Seven months later, Dahlquist’s wife was found incoherent and near death from malnutrition, chained to a motel bed. She managed to commit suicide less than three weeks later in a psychiatric hospital without having spoken a word. Until he was called for trial, Dahlquist had not seen or heard from Garrick. He’d put the past behind him. Dahlquist told the jury that for Garrick to think Dahlquist would want to dredge it up by framing him twenty years later for a murder was ridiculous.


Patty wanted to tell Dahlquist she was sorry, that she would make sure Garrick was found guilty, but she knew she couldn’t. It had to be enough to know it herself. She smiled at him as he passed by, hoping her feelings were conveyed.


All the way home, Patty thought about what a relief it was going to be to have the weekend ahead of her to get away from the trial. There was just one more day. One more night . . .


She drank an entire pot of coffee. As the caffeine began its tap dance on her nerves, she got the jitters. She wouldn’t be sleeping this night. No way. No more dreams. She turned on the radio, the television, flicked on all the lights, squinting in their brightness, and put out a carton of cigarettes. She read the juicy, backstabbing, Hollywood gossip novel she’d been saving for an occasion such as this. Shortly after Johnny Carson, she fell asleep in her chair.


She dreamed she was sick. Very sick. She was sitting in a bathtub in a motel, a few inches of water and her own wastes beneath her. Her arms were covered with sores, festering, her legs a map of infected gouges and burns. Her throat hurt and she was dizzy with fever. Her chest felt tight and ached when she coughed. She was naked and cold, shivering under a bare light bulb. She gagged as she coughed and threw up bits of cracker and bile.


He kicked open the bathroom door. He wore new red cowboy boots and a pair of pre-faded blue jeans. Tight ones. He still looked good to her, though it was painful to feel any desire.


He asked her what she wanted. She told him water, some clothes, a blanket. A doctor, couldn’t he see she was sick? He knew she was sick, he told her as he poured her a glass of water. When it was full he turned and tossed it on her. That would clean her up some. He laughed at her. She was disgusting to look at. She should see herself.


When she began to cry, he knelt down beside the tub. She could smell the alcohol on his breath as he breathed through his mouth. He held his nostrils pinched. She stunk, she knew it. She hoped he would soften as he had so many times now when she cried. Sometimes he made love to her. When was that? Days ago, weeks? Before she got sick. If only he would hold her, make her warm.


He told her he knew she wanted it, that he knew she was addicted to his lovemaking, but now, she would have to watch. He unzipped his jeans and began to jerk off. She watched the strangely scarred foreskin shrink off his glans until she could only see the blur of his fist moving. He grabbed a towel and held it over his mouth and nose, grunting. His eyes burned into her, as if to say “suffer as I have.” She tried to raise her hand to touch him, but the chains were heavy and she was so weak. He howled as he ejaculated over the rim of the tub. Then he rose, unsteady, and told her he didn’t need her anymore.


She lay still after he left, feeling more lonely and tortured inside than hurt by any of the physical abuse. There was no one in her life but him. He couldn’t see she loved him, that he was her life, that she was willing to do the penance if she could be released to make him truly happy. Now, he didn’t need her. She had nothing. Was nothing. She pulled her filthy hands up, put her fingertips to her forehead, the chains softly clinking in her lap, and prayed she would soon die.


Her chapped lips opened to say the words. “Please, God, take me.”


Patty heard her own voice saying the words and wakened with a start. “Damn!”


The lights blinded her, the sound of the radio and television overwhelmed her, the bang of the newspaper being slammed against her front door pulled her from the chair. She ran into the bedroom and stood before her mirror. Shaking, she slowly peeled her robe off, afraid the sores would be there. She swallowed to see if her throat was raw. She felt her head for fever. She remembered the man was Garrick. Again.


“You can’t let this thing get to you!” Patty laughed nervously. She wrapped the robe tightly around her and reminded herself it had just been a dream. She took a cigarette and lit it. The smoke of her cigarette smelled like feces and urine and rotting flesh. She felt her gorge rising and made it to the toilet in time to vomit.


She drove to the courthouse with the car windows down. By the time she arrived, the smell was gone. She stood outside the building, shaken. An emotional boxing match was going on inside of her. She was compelled to go in, to continue subjecting herself to the influences of a man who was stealing into her sleep, who somehow might be able to reach inside her and know what she thought, what she felt. If she believed that, then he could own her as he had the victim she dreamed she had been just hours ago. She wanted to run.


“You going to stand out here all day or come on in?” Ralph came up beside her and touched her shoulder. She winced and jerked away.
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