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      “J.A.W. McCarthy is a spectacular rising star in the horror genre, and Sleep Alone is a fantastic entry in her indelible and growing body of work. This fast-paced and creepy tale will rock your world and keep you on the edge of your seat. Highly recommended!”

      —Gwendolyn Kiste, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of The Rust Maidens and Reluctant Immortals

      

      “Sleep Alone is a feral howl of longing for found family, a gory road trip, a sensual rock & roll adventure through human and inhuman hungers. McCarthy’s language satisfies like a gorgeous and intoxicating feast. While the book drips with insatiable desire, it also asks us in the most heartfelt way to take responsibility for our love in its many forms.”

      —Joe Koch, author of The Wingspan of Severed Hands

      

      “A sensual, synesthetic tour through the dive bars of the Pacific Northwest with a most unusual band, SLEEP ALONE grapples with ethical questions about responsibility and care even as it revels in sex, drugs, and body horror. I couldn’t look away.”

      —Christi Nogle, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of Beulah

      

      “Instantly intoxicating. Sleep Alone thrives in a lustful, hungry ballad, where McCarthy’s horror beats with yearning hearts and carnal desperation. A classic trinity of sex, blood, and rock and roll.”

      —Hailey Piper, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of Queen of Teeth

      

      “McCarthy’s all grunge, sex, and distortion in her latest offering Sleep Alone. You feel the bass reverberate through your bones, smell the sweat and sensuality of the downtown club buzzing with anticipation, and there—the eyes of someone, or something, coaxing you in as the van door slides open, but by then it’s too late.”

      —Scott J. Moses, author of Our Own Unique Affliction

      

      “This queer rock ‘n’ roll road trip from Hell is an endlessly inventive exploration of desire, control, and companionship. Sleep Alone had me cheering for an encore.”

      —Eric Raglin, author of Extinction Hymns

      

      “A beautifully dark and seedy tale, Sleep Alone reaches its tendrils into the reader and pulls them close, with an urgency and humanity impossible to deny or look away from. A story of monsters and people, of the harm we do each other when we can’t let go, and the sacrifices we make for family. McCarthy is a master storyteller.”

      —Laurel Hightower, author of Crossroads and Below
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      This is how it is when you’re a merch girl:

      The club manager or promoter comes up to you while you’re trying to set up the merch table, calls you “sweetheart” or “ma’am,” and tells you to go wait with the other groupies.

      You can’t hear the customer because it’s so damn loud and maybe you’ve suffered some hearing loss, but you don’t want them to know that because they’re all younger than you, and they already think you’re old.

      You keep toilet paper and baby wipes in your purse, always.

      The bouncer won’t let you in the green room with the band because he thinks you’re a fan, but not a hot enough one.

      The guitarist buys you drinks every night because you fucked him once, and that’s his way of saying he’d like to do it again.

      Both before and after your band plays, you get to watch them move through the crowd, catching eyes and feeding while you’re stuck behind the merch table, starving.

      They eat and eat and eat, and you’re so hungry. You’re hungry all the time.
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        * * *

      

      Does it matter what kind of music they play? Mostly dirty rock, a little metal, sometimes psychobilly when the bassist gets his way. I like it because it’s an outlet, something to feel other than the hunger.

      The band is a working band, occupying a broad, liminal space between being nobodies to most and rock stars to some. They’re recognized enough to headline in the smaller towns and open for bigger acts in the cities. Their demands—pizza, beer, clean towels, ranch dressing on the party platter—are just enough to show they know what they’re worth, but not so much that they can’t be fulfilled by any backwoods dive. Their website has plenty of photos and song clips, though anything beyond first names was scrubbed long ago. Our return address is a PO box in southern California or New Jersey, depending on which end of the country we’re in when the occasional T-shirt or bootleg order comes in. What few belongings we don’t take with us reside in a storage space outside of LA. We rent by-the-hour rehearsal spaces whenever inspiration or boredom strikes. Even in the tiny venues a true fan or two will show up, but not so many that we can’t feed and slip out unnoticed. We’ll sell enough merch to get us to the next town, the next place where we can make a little money and eat again.

      Tonight, it’s somewhere north of Portland and south of Seattle. The cities are spaced farther apart in the northwest, so you have to hit every little dive with the promise of warm bodies if you want to make any money. What no one tells you is you can make more money in these little towns. In the big cities there’s too much competition, too many choices, so it’s not worth taking a chance on a band you’ve maybe only vaguely heard of. In the little towns people come out because there’s nothing else to do and the band’s playing in their local watering hole anyway.

      At the end of the first band’s set, Jack brings me a gin and tonic. Our band goes on next, and he’s got that frazzled look, all wavering lines under his black T-shirt and faded black jeans. His fingers will be vibrating against his guitar if he doesn’t shake it off now.

      “How’s it going, Ronnie? Any sales so far?”

      The question used to be “Did you eat yet?”, but he knows damn well all I ever get to eat before a show is whatever shitty pizza satisfies the band’s rider. He’ll pretend he waits for me, but the truth is he isn’t able to eat until after they play. Still, it’s cute that after all these years he still gets nervous before a show, that his stomach’s a rollercoaster of bile and knots until after he steps off the stage.

      “Some shirts, a little over two hundred dollars—We’re getting low on larges again,” I tell him. “You know we always sell the albums after you guys play.”

      Jack smiles. If we sell enough shirts and albums we can get a second room at the motel down the road, so he won’t have to sleep in the van with the singer, who snores.

      “What do you think of this town?”

      He asks me this at least four times in every state, a glint of hope in his hazel eyes, and I always answer the same:

      “It’s like any other.”

      He thinks we—me, him, the band—should settle somewhere soon. Sylvy, the drummer, even jokes that we’re getting old, that soon it will be too late for kids, for family. The boys know that with what we do—with the mistakes we’ve made—we have to keep moving, and that is usually all I need to say.

      What they don’t know, what I can't bring myself to tell them, is that they are not fully like me. I am one in ten million, and my boys are even rarer. Succubi like them shouldn’t exist, but I didn’t care about rules and reasons when I made them. Only those born a succubus can create, and what I’ve created is an abomination—a selfish itch selfishly scratched—that means even if we could lay our heads in the same place every night, I will always sleep alone.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the band takes the stage, everyone is sated except for Jack. You can tell who’s had what and how much, and even what the show’s going to be like tonight.

      Cillian, the singer, eats the most. You could say it’s tied to frontman ego and all that, but I think he’d be just as greedy if he were a suburban high school principal. From my vantage point to the left of the stage, I see two girls—late teens or early twenties; they’re so small it’s hard to tell—near the back, clinging to each other as they sway with, then against, the music. To everyone else they look drunk, maybe a little too loose and jelly from the molly, and soon a bouncer will scoop them up and to the side when the crowd starts sweeping over them. The one with the black hair is flushed, cheeks red as the lipstick smeared outside the lines of her mouth because that’s how Cillian prefers to do it, through the mouth. Her friend, the blonde, has perfect makeup, razor-sharp purple lips and eyeliner. The back of her skirt is tucked into her underwear, and she’s giggling so hard she falls to her knees. I wonder what was so special that Cillian got out of her, where he took her since he usually doesn’t like the bother of seeking privacy.

      There’s an older guy slumped over his beer at the bar. He’s wearing one of our old tour shirts from ten years ago. In profile his face is all dark pools and bronze planes, except his cheeks are puffed out with a mouthful of what is likely fresh vomit. He’s Drew’s—the bass player—pre-show snack. We usually don’t go after the old fans, the true fans, the ones who know every line and every air guitar chord, but now and then one of the boys will take just a little, when the road’s been too long and they’re starting to forget.

      The woman sitting on the vodka-cranberry-sticky floor near the exit is Sylvy’s. She’s dazed, head down, a strobing outline as her friend rubs her back in the glow of her phone’s screen. Her arms are flopped slack at her sides, the ropes of her once impressive biceps and triceps loose and sloppy and pooling together. I could’ve guessed our drummer would choose her after he was complaining about how sore his arms were last night.

      Two songs in and Cillian grows more animated, more reckless, as the crowd screams and hoists their drinks and sings along. He leans as horizontal as his mic stand, only one foot keeping him on the ground. His eyes are crazed, and his shaggy blue-black hair seems to rise into little spikes all over his head as if he’s a cartoon kid with his finger in a light socket. Electricity runs in blue lines up the sides of his neck and along his strained jaw, mouth stretched so wide I realize I’ve never seen all his teeth before, and they are so white and so wet. They were already yellowing with age when I put my mouth on his all those years ago. Now he’s bright and ageless, as slick as an icon.

      My attention is pulled from the stage when I see a guy pour out of the bar’s bathroom on his hands and knees. With his sinewy arms poking out of a too-big T-shirt, he could be a kid who brown-bagged it and snuck in or a thirty-something drained almost dry. What’s left of his blue lines are broken, hissing, and spitting sparks off his trembling frame. He lifts a hand towards the stage, then goes face down when his other arm gives out.

      Fucking Cillian. When someone notices this kid and calls an ambulance, we all better hope he’s too empty to remember what Cillian did to him.

      I sell two shirts, a bunch of patches, and six copies of the band’s last album before I look at the bar bathroom again and see that the kid is gone. The two bouncers are at their posts at the front of the stage. The two girls Cillian had earlier are now sitting down on either side of a pillar by the bar, arms linked and eyes closed. I don’t see the woman with the arms or her friend anywhere. Every time someone opens one of the exit doors I expect to see the flash of blue and white lights, but there are none.

      Jack smiles at me. He’s blind from the stage lights, but he knows where I am, and he always seems to know when things are about to go wrong.
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      Nothing goes wrong because though I can’t control this band, I can control myself.

      While the band loads out, I pack up what’s left of the merch. Once the house lights went up most of the audience left, but I see one guy at the bar unabashedly staring at me over the top of his Rainier bottle. He’s not as young as I would prefer. Right now, under the low lights of the club and the streetlights outside, I look passable, but I’ll have to eat again in the morning if I want to leave the motel room during the day. But he’ll be easy. And the weary bartenders look like they’ll be happy to deliver him to me gift wrapped if I get him out of their hair for the night.

      I pretend I don’t notice as he approaches me. I pretend to be demure under his drunk, watery eyes outlining my body every time I bend down.

      “Need some help?” he asks once I’ve got the banner rolled up and packed in the last box. He follows limply behind me as I shove the cash in my jeans and carry the boxes to the stage.

      The guy doesn’t know it, but what he likes about me is that I don’t have a lot of time. I let him push me up against the wall by the bathrooms, guiding his sloppy hands but letting him think he’s kissing me, he’s the one in control. Across the small club, Sylvy smirks and arches an eyebrow at me as he collects his cymbal stands. I close my eyes and try to get my mouth open under the man’s lips, gasping for a little taste in the moments when his lips roam to the wrong places. His mouth, his skin, tastes like the hopelessness I felt growing up: skunk weed cottonmouth, stale saltines stuck in the crevices of molars, salt and grease on a fast-food bag. The good stuff is deeper down, but he’s not letting me in yet. I calculate how long I have until the band is ready to leave, how long it will take Jack to account for his cords then choose one of the drunks still lingering in the parking lot so he can finally eat. When I open my eyes again, I see a woman standing next to the now-empty stage, staring right at me.

      Her.

      How had I not noticed her before? Short hair shining blue-black under the cold fluorescents with bangs like long canines slipping down her forehead. Black muscle shirt over second-skin moto jeans. Pointy boots with silver tips that look like they’ve rebuked a brazen hand or two. Expression unreadable, gaze unshakeable. Is this where she usually drinks? Did she come at the end of the night so she wouldn’t have to pay the cover? She stares at me with eyes so dark I can feel the magnets behind them, an open void to a potent core that is at once intoxicating and familiar.

      I slide my hand down inside the guy’s pants, take his tongue in my mouth and keep my eyes on her as she continues to stare in the same calm, set manner. He moves so that he’s blocking my view, so I push his head aside. The woman smiles, then turns towards the back exit to the parking lot.

      When the house lights come all the way on, it’s time to go outside.

      As we climb into the back seat of the guy’s car—Paul? Saul? He didn’t even ask my name, so why should I remember his?—I scan the now mostly empty parking lot and the streets beyond, but I don’t see the woman anywhere. Paul/Saul undoes his fly and pulls me onto his lap while I’ve still got one leg in my jeans. He doesn’t seem to mind that I’m more interested in wiping away the condensation from the rear window so I can look out. Now it’s just the band’s van left in the load zone, and a few cars that probably belong to the club’s staff parked at the far end of the lot. Cillian and Sylvy meander along the side of the van in the cold while Drew is curled in the backseat, arms crossed over his stomach when he isn’t fiddling with the hem of his T-shirt. I wonder where Jack is eating. I wonder if he found the woman with the blue-black hair first, if she was standing by the stage, waiting for him.

      The girls, the older fan, the woman with the arms, and the kid on his knees are all likely tucked safely in the back of ride shares, headed for the comfort of their own beds. In the morning they won’t remember much; there will be just a headache and the muddy throb of what they think is the music still in their veins to mark what happened the night before. They had a good time, like any other night, and nothing went wrong.

      Paul/Saul doesn’t have anything special that I want, so when I open up that part of myself deep inside my core—what makes me a succubus, the tunnel that is never satisfied—I pull into my body a little energy, a little memory, just enough to get me through and remove whatever he might retain of this night. I won’t take enough to kill him, not if I don’t have to. Feeding and fucking aren’t the same, but they’re both a means to an end, and men especially leave themselves most open when you’re fucking them.

      So, Paul/Saul is happy, making little grunts as he wets the hollow of my throat, thinking he’s the only one getting what he wants. I’m out of his car before he even has his pants buttoned up.

      Jack joins me and the rest of the guys minutes later, his lips swollen and splotchy. Our movements are heavy as we climb into the van.

      At the motel, we get a second room. Drew and Cillian stay in the old room. Jack and Sylvy share a bed in the new room. I get the other bed to myself. I’m tired, but I can’t fall asleep because I can’t stop thinking about that woman. Her. I’m still so hungry.
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      The whole place smells sour and musty, like a PBR burp. No matter how many bodies are packed in here tonight, stirring up clouds of sugary vanilla perfume and aqua-something body spray, it’s not enough to cover up the stench.

      We’re somewhere north of Seattle and south of Bellingham. Two shows—one south and one in Tacoma—last night, and the whole band is exhausted, though Cillian complains the loudest. During the opening band’s set, I catch him eyeing the guy who comes to my table. The guy is young, maybe late twenties, wearing a shirt from the last tour, the one with the epically-quiff-ed Frankenstein monster that Sylvy drew. He flips through the vinyl I’ve fanned out, then moves on to the display shirts, grinning and humming to himself the whole time.

      “No new shirts for this tour?” he asks, the sharp lines of his grey lipstick making exaggerated shapes. His head bobs to the music, and when he jerks his shoulders side to side a wave of what smells like rum and Coke sails out of his plastic cup.

      “Sorry,” I say.

      “Aw man, that’s too bad. It’s my birthday, and I get a shirt every time I see you guys.”

      Before I can get a “happy birthday” out, the guy is surrounded by half the occupants of the bar. They’re patting him on the back, hugging him, bringing him beers and cocktails in plastic cups, more than he can carry. They jump up and down with him, screaming, spinning, twirling him as their enthusiastic ribbon on a maypole. Six people buy him pins and patches, and a bootleg that he doesn’t already have. After the birthday guy’s friends sweep him away, I see Jack across the room giving me a thumbs up. Cillian is still staring at the guy, the singer’s laser focus a stark contrast to the rest of his body slumped against the bar.

      Jack brings me another G&T, but I lose track of the rest of the band before they hit the stage. While the guy selling merch for the other band is busy now, I sit back, my table empty as my band’s fans gather around the stage. It’s a good turnout for a Wednesday night, enough that we’ll be able to pay for two motel rooms again and a breakfast that doesn’t come from a vending machine tomorrow morning.

      The band ascends the stage to applause and cheering. Cillian positively glows; if only he could feed on adoration alone. They dive right into the music, no intros necessary in this town, not when beers are held aloft and everyone knows every word. I watch and drink my G&T too fast. I don’t get up until they start playing my favorite song.

      My song.

      The heavy thump of the bass carries me, guides my head and my hips even though I prefer it when Drew slaps his standup. I sway in front of my merch table, following Jack’s fingers on the guitar, nodding my head to the thrash of Sylvy’s drums. Cillian is a new man tonight: he kicks over the mic stand, paces the stage in huge strides, leans down into the audience so they can sing with him. Everyone knows this song too, and it makes me swell with pride. The band wrote this song right after we met, after I made them. They play it every set, their nightly tithe to me, a little thank you. When strangers sing along, I don’t regret anything.

      
        
        Who doesn’t get a little wild when they look at the moon?

        Just watch out boy, because tonight the monster isn’t you. . .

      

      

      My whole body is throbbing with the bass, kicked in the ribs by the snare. The energy of every person in the horror-movie red room shoots up the soles of my boots. I think of the birthday guy jumping around with his friends, but I don’t see him in the audience. I’m scanning the bar when I see her.

      Leather jacket tonight, but the same moto jeans and pointy boots that I don’t want to get in the way of. Did she come to the shows last night? No, I wouldn’t have missed her, no fucking way. What is she doing here? She would’ve had to drive three hours from that southern Washington show, and she doesn’t strike me as one of the band’s biggest fans. But she’s watching the band, and though her mouth is slouched in a serious line, she’s nodding her head and holding her drink high every time the crowd cheers.

      
        
        If you’re lucky, she’ll give as good as she takes. . .

        Just remember that you’ve always been hers to make. . .

      

      

      All too aware of how stupid I look, I fumble my way behind the merch table. I pray for someone to come up and buy something, but I don’t want to take my eyes off her either. Then she turns towards me, hair still glowing blue-black even in this venue’s red light, and before I can look away, she smiles. Same unshakeable gaze, but this time I can read her.
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        * * *

      

      Her name is Helene.

      She asks me my name right away, and in her mouth the sound of my o and n’s is warm cream rolling off her tongue. She says, “Ronnie, I like your necklace”, “Ronnie, do you always tour with the band?”, “What are you drinking, Ronnie?”, and I’m at once melting and wondering what she thinks she can get from me.

      Helene buys us G&Ts, and we take them back to the merch table. We nod along to the headlining band, but I notice she is watching the audience, same as me. There’s a woman staggering through the crowd, hands out and grasping at shoulders, cheeks puffed as if she is about to vomit. Dark, wavy hair, big eyes, round face. She looks like Jack’s type. She looks like me. Drew and Sylvy are sitting at the bar, still glistening with sweat under the low lights. Jack’s getting his beer and his body sloshed around in the pit. I don’t see Cillian anywhere.

      “So, where are you from?” Helene asks. You, not you guys.

      I give her my usual answer: “All over.” When I return the question, she says the exact same thing.

      We go back and forth like this, deflecting, asking the things you’re supposed to ask, saying the things you’re supposed to say, the pointless prologue to what we both came here for. I focus on her lips making shapes, the glint of her teeth peeking out from behind those wet, pink slopes. She’s smooth lines sizzling under leather, a pulse that laps at my toes then up through the soles of my boots just like my favorite song. I can hardly hear what she’s saying, but I know what I want from her—what she wants from me—in the little movements of her body as she talks.
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