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      Ladies and Gentlemen,

      Allow me to introduce myself, my little curious concubines.

      My name is Mallum Colt—purveyor of all things occult and proprietor of a quaint curiosity shop located in the centre of a splendid town called Shallow Creek. I’m glad you found me, my little pineapple frittata, otherwise you could have blindly stumbled onwards, without realising the reason why you’re here … holding this tome of the macabre in your quivering hands.

      There is little to distinguish Shallow Creek from any other fading boomtown on the outskirts of civilization. I’m sure you wouldn’t have given our little slice of heaven a second glance if I hadn’t beckoned you here. The night air, though cool, is painfully dry and dusty, the unpainted wooden buildings peppered with dry rot, but if you look closer you’ll see the subtlest of movements from the corner of your eye …

      There’s a lot to for us to do, but if you’ll permit me a small indulgence, I’ll inform and guide you through Shallow Creek. You can quench your thirst at Jack’s Tavern, but make sure to tip the cantankerous bar owner, he’s known for his temper. For amusement there’s the dilapidated fairground, owned by Bubba Cody—and if you listen closely you might hear the distinct calliope music playing through the snaking tangle of streets … just be careful not to tread through Silverpine forest late at night, the Creek has countless reports of wild animals stalking the land or escapees from Arkady Asylum hiding out beside the Hanging Tree. There’s a lighthouse manned by the mysterious Jud, its bright beam of light forever guiding lost souls back to land. And don’t forget to check in with Gertrude Saggery, Shallow Creek’s resident witch.

      This town loves me in ways no person ever has. And I love her just as fiercely. She listens to my footsteps, the clicking of my polished heels against her dirty pavements early on a Monday morning. She sees me smile from ear to ear when I marvel at the library’s windows as they reflect the orange glow of the afternoon sun. She hears my satisfied sigh in winter as the first sip of morning coffee warms my throat and thaws my freezing hands. The city sees and hears and feels every second of my life. This Town understands.

      As you approach Shallow Creek, my little intrepid adventurer, you’ll become aware that something in this town is wrong. Despite the lateness of the hour, no light shines through the windows of each house. Instead, the town lies beneath a blanket of silence, the only source of light the fire burning beyond the northern border of the junkyard. On the face of it, my job did not appear too onerous; to repopulate the empty streets by publishing an anthology of tales so dark, so delightfully twisted and heinous that tourists could not resist but flock back in their droves to the town that sleeps with one eye open. I’m told that Dark Tourism is a roaring trade these days …

      My first task was to create a competition to lure writers into town.

      And how they came.

      I assigned each of the hopeful participants a resident to base their story on and a location to investigate (you can check the map in this very book to see the areas of special interest). Lastly they were equipped with a single unique item … a totem, so to speak, to be included in their story. Never in my wildest dreams did I expect to receive so many entries of such high quality, but what you now hold is a collection of ghoulish tales that summarise the quintessential ethereal aura of my town. You can find out more about the competition and Shallow Creek at STORGY.com—an online magazine dedicated to the short story form.

      But what is a short story, I hear you ask. Eager pundits love to explain that a short narrative piece must consist of a single situation, a short space of time, a defined cast of characters, a specified number of words, and so on and so on. My little terrifying avocados, these restrictive demands have existed for aeons, but what makes a spooky tale so gripping, so terrifying, so enthralling that you simply must read on until the frightful end? Such stories are terribly difficult to write. The best ghost stories, for instance, often do not involve a ghost. Or at least, you should not see the ghost. You should feel its presence by skilled and subtle means.

      As a small boy, I grew up reading anthologies of horror stories containing a delicious mix of spooky houses, abandoned theme parks, damp and darkened cellars, but they were far too often all un-themed. Presently, market forces dictate that anthologies should explore a specific theme, therefore we regularly read books and stories full of zombies, vampires, or ghosts. With Shallow Creek, there is an entire city to explore—from high schools and hospitals, to lighthouses and junkyards and forests and mines—Shallow Creek contains it all.

      I see you have a predilection for the macabre, so let me whet your appetite with the following tales of terror. Does it feel heavy in your hands? Does it pulse with a faint ferocity? You can’t quite seem to close it, can you? That’s why I need you, dear reader … this book consumes all who risk to read it. This book of endless horror … is hungry …

      To this day no rational mind or means can explain the horrors that took place in Shallow Creek—as you too, my little pina colada, will discover when you encounter the tales locked within these pages. So abandon any hope of escape. Abandon Hope. Right. Now.
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      Get a grip, Danvers. You can do this. You’re holding the hand of the prettiest girl in the world, a switchblade in the other.

      You never could keep it simple.

      You’re getting ahead of yourself.

      To the beginning of this strange day. To the gathering storm clouds and cranky bus cresting the hill into Shallow Creek, me its only passenger. All on my lonesome, afflicted by the usual anticipatory disappointment when visiting towns traditionally associated with anomalous activity and high strangeness.

      I allowed myself to daydream that Shallow Creek would be the one. The place that finally lived up to all the hype. If you saw yourself as a roughy-toughy bona fide dark tourist, a fearless legend tripper, Shallow Creek had to be near the top of your to-go list. As for me, well, Shallow Creek would be my last investigation. If nothing happened here—which it wouldn’t—I’d hang up my monster hunting boots and take up beekeeping. If it was good enough for Sherlock, it was sure as shit good enough for me. It had been fun visiting the world’s Fortean hotspots, exploring locations I’d researched and read up on so many times they felt like friends. But they never delivered, not really. A couple of echoes, a glimpse or two.

      Maybe. Yeah, maybe.

      We passed the “Welcome to Shallow Creek; population 8,013” sign. From my elevated vantage point, I could see a river bisecting the burg. The town itself, a blue-grey jewel set in a crown of lush forest, mountains rising majestically behind. At the river entrance, a lighthouse loomed like an exclamation mark. Really! Do you really wanna come here?

      Up in the clouds, though, looking down, it looked alright. Nice view, nice prospect.

      The bus hissed to a halt. A guy dressed in an immaculate pin-striped suit, crisp white shirt and paisley tie stepped on. I wouldn’t have glanced a second time were it not for his clown make-up and fluorescent green wig. The driver didn’t miss a beat, business as usual. Must be a regular pick-up for the clown. As the bus pulled away, the guy walked up the gangway. I looked away. I wasn’t in the mood. It was too early in the morning. Maybe the clown was for my benefit. Wow, Shallow Creek, what a crazy place, man.

      The clown didn’t sit next to me, but did the next worst thing. He sat immediately behind. Tapped the back of my shoulder. Here we go. I sighed, turned to face him.

      “You the guy?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “I doubt it.”

      “I mean, the guy come to put us back on the map?”

      He had me there. I was, indeed, that guy. “That’ll be me, Dave Danvers.”

      “I loved your shows, Dave Danvers,” the clown said. He seemed sincere. “I’ve read your books, too, but I preferred the shows.”

      “Thank you, Mr, er—”

      “Clown, Mr Clown. First name Krinkles, middle name the, last name, well I already told you that.”

      “Thank you for your kind comments, Mr Clown,” I said.

      Like most paranormal TV show guys, I got my break in the noughties, my calling card ghosts and hauntings. Later I branched out into cryptids, UFOs, anything, really, within the ambit of Strange Doings. And then I got tired of the arguments and bickering that goes with the whole TV thing, and decided to focus on the books.

      “You were the best,” he said. “The others were more entertaining, sure, but they were phonies. Not much happened on your shows, but when it did, boy was it quality. Are you a believer, Dave Danvers?”

      “Agnostic,” I said. “Keeping an open mind.”

      “You know, Dave Danvers, I think you’ll be alright here. I think you’ll find what you’re looking for.”

      “Okay, yeah. Thanks. I hope so too.”

      Anyway, people got fed up with the whole paranormal gig. I don’t think they stopped believing in ghosts or experiencing weird stuff, they just got bored with the way the supernatural was disseminated via ghosthunting TV shows. It got old. I mean given the way things are in this world right now, if a UFO did land on the White House lawn, would anyone give a shit? It’s just tired, man. It was hyperreality that did it for our ghost shows. TV became more real than life itself. It made the damn thing so common-place that Strange Doings became Regular Doings. And yes, most of it was fake. Most of it.

      Krinkles leant towards me, entre nous. “Do you want to know why the clown get-up?”

      Not really. “Yeah, sure.”

      “It’s so I don’t have to smile all the goddam time. The makeup does it for me.” He laughed. “Genius, isn’t it.”

      I nodded enthusiastically. “You got it, partner.”

      He nodded to himself, kind of self-congratulatory. “I sure do.” He thought for a moment. “They taking you up the mountain?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Devil’s Gorge? Where those kids died back in ’59.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You reckon you got it in you?”

      “To get up the mountain?”

      “Oh, you’ll get up the mountain alright. I was thinking about the other business. What you have to do when you get there.”

      “I’m not sure I follow,” I said, convinced there was nothing to follow, that the clown was full of crap.

      He sat back. “Perhaps I’ve said too much.” He added, sadly, “Maybe I should shut the fuck up.”

      I studied him for a few seconds, and while he didn’t seem dangerous, you can never tell. “Sir, you’ve made my journey more enjoyable than I anticipated. Thank you for your input.”

      He seemed satisfied and stared out the window. I turned around to face the front. We were entering the town limits. “All change,” the driver said. The clown and me stood up as we arrived in what looked like the town square, shops and bars lining its perimeter. We thanked the driver and strode out into the crisp air. Krinkles held his hand out. I shook it. “Good luck, Dave Danvers”.

      “You too, Mr C,” I replied. “Take care.”

      “We’re all rooting for you,” he said and walked off, oddly dignified despite the clown thing.

      It was cold out on the street and I zipped up my coat and searched for Mallum’s shop.

      What was I doing here?

      When my wife died, after I’d resurfaced from that first deluge of grief, I became aware of a curious silence. Not really a silence, I suppose, more of an absence. Duh. Yeah, I know. That’s what you would feel, dead wife and all. But it wasn’t a localised silence resulting from the absence of one woman. It was more, much more. I realised that this silence had been present for a while. My wife’s absence merely enabled me to tune into the larger, more profound, absence. It was like the world had gone … quiet. I could still hear birds and traffic and other random shit, but I knew that behind all the regular, everyday noise, something sloped off. Something exited the building, the world, the whole damn universe, for all I knew.

      Ah, Shallow Creek. Back in the 20s—last century 20s—something happened in Shallow Creek that almost wiped it off the map. Even the FBI was involved. It’s all on record, if you care to check. But just what they were involved in, well, that’s up for debate. And then there were all the skiers that died at Devil’s Gorge in ‘59. Synchronously, the exact same thing happened at Dyatlov in the then USSR.

      Yep, it happened. Dyatlov and Shallow Creek. It’s a matter of record, despite the lack of details.

      So when Mal got in touch to ask if I’d do a dark tourism piece for my impressively popular blog, I thought I’d kill two birds with one stone. I’d been putting off visiting Shallow Creek for a long time, leaving the best till last. I could take the disappointment of all the other sites because I still had Shallow Creek. Shallow Creek wouldn’t let me down. Shallow Creek would live up to its reputation. Of course, now, I didn’t believe that one damn bit. None of it was real. It was all smoke and mirrors. No bigfoot, no spooks, no little green men. The bastards. Only us. Us. Jesus.

      As I stood in the middle of the square, an old couple wearing tight little smiles and winter gear, shouted, “Good luck, Mr Danvers!”

      I waved back.

      Yowza! I was a big deal in this town. It was sweet. The kind of sweet I used to feel when I was a big TV star. The kind of sweet my wife once gave my life. I scanned the buildings and searched for Colt’s Curiosity Corner. Ah, there she was, squashed between two wonky colonials. I stamped my feet, and blew into my hands, thumbed my rucksack straps and hiked over the cobblestones.

      A man with his dog waved, yelled, “Yo, Dave! Way to go!” His face carried a tight smile too. Even the dog seemed to smile. Just like the in-sync couple and the driver. What a smiley place this was.

      The items in Mal’s window were bathed in a warm glow, immediately seducing me. The display was artfully done: a dab of Dickensian curiosity here, a pinch of steam-punk chic there. Wilfully anachronistic, but somehow not too twee or whimsical. Hard to pull off. Way to go, Mr Mal.

      Thematically, the items in the window promoted early twentieth century comedy. There were life-like busts of Chaplin and Keaton, Lloyd, too. Faded sepia photos of long extinct burlesque halls, a bowler hat, its provenance unclear, allegedly belonging to Mr Stan Laurel. Among the last century funny-guy stuff were items—artefacts, I suppose—that defied categorisation, beyond the grasp of even the most gifted taxonomer. Of these, one particular object caught my attention; a three-dimensional thing in a glass case, suspended by no visible aids, its shape and colour shifting, its composition alternating between organic and inorganic. I leant in for a closer look and immediately felt a sharp pain in my forehead.

      Shocked, I realised I was pushing my brow against the window. I tore myself away. Weird.

      Warily, I entered the store, an actual bell ringing above my head. The sprung door shut behind me. First impression. The store was like an old-fashioned proscenium arch stage set, the back of the room fading into the distance, a perspective created by talented scene painters rather than any accepted version of reality. The smaller items sat at the front of the store with incrementally larger items staggered behind, gradually disappearing into the darkness, infinitely, for all I knew. From the gloom, a tall, thin fellow emerged and calmly approached me, smiling. His high forehead, angular cheekbones and sweptback greying widow’s peak gave him the look of a genteel skull, the spit of Peter Cushing, the famous horror film actor. He was immaculately dressed in a fine tweed three-piece, trailed by someone still in the gloom. Chris Lee?

      “Mallum Colt,” he said, shaking my outstretched hand with a firm grip.

      “David Danvers.”

      “Of course you are. Who else would you be?”

      Good question.

      “Tea?” he asked. Mal, too, sported the Shallow Creek Look, the tight little smile, though not as tightly, as if his version was bespoke and not off the peg.

      “Thanks, but no. I want to get started,” I gestured vaguely to the town square. “The weather’s looking none too promising.”

      “Oh, the weather here is always promising,” Mal said. “The question is; will it deliver on that promise?” He turned to the ratty guy now stood beside him, the Look on Ratty too and a damn sight tighter than Mal. I offered my hand. He didn’t.

      I got to the point. “Mr. Mal, I’m not sure I fully understand what you want. I mean, I know you want a story, a yarn to put the Creek back on the radar, but I could have written it back in New York.”

      He placed his hand on my shoulder, “It’s not about what I—we—want, it’s about what you want. The story you want, need, can only be written here. In the mountains, at Devil’s Gorge.”

      I nodded. Mal was as crazy as the clown. He removed his hand and turned to Ratty. “Allow me to introduce your guide, Barney Slyvester. Mr Slyvester will take you into the mountains.”

      I gave Barney a little wave and he tipped his head, almost imperceptibly.

      “In this town,” Mal continued, “Mr Slyvester is the wellspring of all knowledge. His family have presided over the junkyard for generations beyond recall. Eventually, all things come their way. We have much in common, Mr S and I. We both deal in used things. We are on the same retail continuum, you might say.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said sagely, looking around, checking out the shrunken heads, sundry two-headed beasts.

      Barney said, “Best be off, Mr Danvers.”

      “Dave,” I said.

      Barney picked up a worn canvas haversack. “If’n you wanna be back ‘fore dark, Dave.”

      “Sounds good, Barn.”

      “Oh, Mr Danvers,” Mal said softly. “Before you go, I’d like to give you a gift.” He pressed something wrapped loosely in brown paper into my hand. “A token of my gratitude.”

      Before I could utter a reply he’d ushered us firmly out into the street, the door already closing. I slipped the small package into one of my jacket pockets and followed my guide northwards across the square. More folks, more tight smiles.

      Hey, Dave. Keep it real.

      ‘Appreciate what you’re doing, Mr Danvers.

      You’re the coolest, man.

      I looked up at the mountains. What the hell was supposed to happen up there? What was my role in all this? Gotta be some kind of a show, laid on for little old me. Krinkles, Mal, Barney, all from central casting. Gotta be. I couldn’t understand the smiling, though. Didn’t fit the dark tourism profile. I caught up with Barney.

      “What’s the joke, Barn?”

      “Suh?”

      “What’s everybody smiling about? Are you all laughing at me?”

      Barney stopped and faced me, his face as grim as one could be while smiling. Said, “This smilin’ business ain’t no laughin’ matter. No, suh. We got to smile. We got to ‘ccommodate it. Though, we don’t have to smile all the time. Gotta strict rota. I got a day off tomorrow. Thank the lord.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Thanks.”

      “Pleasure,” Barney muttered, striding off.

      Less than a minute later we were climbing into a blue dinghy tied alongside a concrete jetty beneath a groaning bridge. The dinghy had seen better days, but its outboard motor looked fairly new. I plonked myself on the centre thwart while Barney sat by the tiller. He untied the mooring ropes and the dinghy slowly slipped out into the river. Barney let us drift for a few seconds before firing the engine. We manoeuvred into the centre and sped down stream.

      “How’s the junk business, Barn?” I shouted over the whine of the outboard.

      Barney studied me. I had the feeling he was weighing me up, judging me to see if I passed muster. After all, according to Mal, he was the local fount of all knowledge. Before answering he pulled out a small tin and extracted a plug of chewing tobacco, shoved it in his mouth between his lower lip and muddy teeth, and let it soak.

      “Junk’s a funny thing,” he started. “People is kinda junk, you know. If’n you stay alive long enough. We all fall apart. But some folks, they want to become junk before their time. Like they wanna fresh start. They wanna be broke, dismantled, taken apart. Some say, if’n it ain’t broke don’t fix it. I say, if it ain’t broke, maybe you should break it … maybe that’s where the fixin’ starts … when the real healin’ process begins … you know, searchin’ for your authentic face, your real self … the thing itself.” He spat rusty saliva into the river and steered us starboard, up a feeder tributary.

      We were headed north again, into the mountains proper. I wondered what Barney meant about a need to be broken. It sounded like creepy martyr-type shit to me. Not my cup of coffee, no sir. Maybe Barney was intimidated by Mal, and out here on the river and far away from him, he felt safe and free to let it all out. Whatever the hell it was. Man, could he yabber.

      “Take yourself, Dave,” he resumed. “If’n you don’t mind me sayin’, you need fixin’. Yep, let yo’sel’ fall apart, let yo’sel’ become fractured, let your psyche shatter. Create a li’l space there for the real you to emerge. And Dave, trust me, a joke’s a good place to start. Maybe have yo’sel’ a little laugh. Maybe not stop laughin’ until they take you away. It’s why folks is fascinated with junk. We all on the way to being junk. All depen’ how you wanna take yo’sel’ apart. Personally, I like the idea of laughin’ until I ain’t fit to do nothin’ else. That’s the best way to get broke, screamin’ and heavin’ until you’s fit to pop. Laugh yo’sel’ into the junk yard. That’s what I say.”

      “Uh-huh I said, taking a deep breath. “Barney?”

      “Yep, Dave.”

      “Like, where the fuck are we going?”

      “Gertrude.”

      “Gertrude?”

      “Yeah. Didn’t Mal tell you? Gertrude’s gonna be your, um, shaman, I guess. Hold your han’ while you ride the smile. Can’t do it without Gertrude. Too dangerous.”

      Shaman? Boy, gotta give it them. They sure were pulling out all the stops.

      The tributary narrowed. Thankfully, Barney knew what he was doing, like he’d done it a thousand times before. The dense forest on each river bank gave way to sparser terrain as we moved higher into the mountains. Eventually, low-slung wooden pilings appeared around one tight meander. Barney tied the boat up and we stepped out onto a shaky jetty.

      “Gertrude’s hut’s up there,” he said. “It’s a climb, for sure. We better get goin’, if we’re goin’ to make the Gorge.”

      I followed him up the narrow track. He was fitter than he looked and I found it hard to keep up. Every so often he stopped and sniffed the air. “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Checkin’ for snow.”

      “You can smell snow?”

      “Oh, yeah. Different weathers different smells. Like a calling card.”

      “And what does snow smell like?”

      Barney looked at me like I was stupid. “It smells of white.”

      Was he yanking my chain, or did he actually have synaesthesia. If so, I hoped to hell it wouldn’t affect his navigational skills. Anyway, I didn’t pursue it. I was lost for breath.

      Apropos of nothing, Barney said, “Yeah, you in good company up here, Dave. The best, really. Back in the day, they all used to come here. Just to see how funny they really was, just to see if they really did have them bones, you know, the funny ones. They all wanted to ride the smile, ride the laugh. Stan Laurel, he came here in ‘23. Rode the smile. Easy-peasy, a born natural, Stanley. Took the whole smile and some laughin’ too. A few months later, he got his big break. I reckon Mr Hardy coulda rode the smile too. But Stan said he couldn’t get him off the golf course. Didn’t matter, Stan was riding the smile for the two of ‘em. We had a coupla easy years after that, in Shallow Creek. We didn’t have to grin so stupid all the time. Stan had bought us those years. Chaplin, he came too. And Keaton and Lloyd, all those guys. Last big star we had here was John Candy back in ‘82. He took to the smile like a duck to water. Had the whole world at his feet, did John. But he didn’t look after himself and fate did the rest. I miss him. I miss the films he never made.”

      Barney sucked in a final sniff and pushed on. We emerged from the forest, beyond the snow line, boots crunching crisply. The mountain eventually levelled out and on a wide ledge, attached like a limpet, clung an oddly constructed wooden shack, as if it were organic, having grown from the ground. Its precarious tenure on the mountainside secured not through firm foundations, but biotic roots plunging deep into the earth. It reminded me of snail stuck to the side of a leaf, always there, defying all logic and gravity.

      “Funny, ain’t it?” Barney said.

      “Who built it?”

      “Accordin’ to Gertrude, Gertrude.”

      As we closed on the snail-hut, I noticed a tiny garden. Flowers of all cast and colour sprouted from it like explosions. They should not be here, in this soil, on this mountain. Gotta be fake. Gotta be.

      We reached the garden and I tugged on a petal, expecting it to remain fixed to the plant on account of it being a fake, but it pulled off like a regular petal. I sniffed it. A regular petal it was.

      Barney caught my surprise. “I know. Beats the hell outa me too.”

      “Shouldn’t be a thing,” I said. “Not at this height.”

      “Yep,” said Barney, spitting out a great gob of baccy, careful not to hit the plants. “She’s a witch, you know. So maybe that ‘splains it.”

      Again, I studied Barney for signs of mockery. Again, nothing. “A witch, you say.”

      “I do,” he said, knocking on the oval-shaped hobbit door.

      Yowza. If this was a show put on for the purpose of my edification, someone had gone to a lot of trouble. Mal, probably. But that urbane Englishman didn’t seem the right fit to launch something this peculiar, especially at this altitude.

      The door, if indeed that was the right word, opened inwards. Inside the hut smelled of marijuana and … something else I couldn’t place. Sour, but pleasant, a counter to the scent of hash. Barney leading, we stepped inside. It was gloomy yet cosy, lit entirely by candles and old-school hurricane lamps. There was no fire, but it was warm, and the uneven floor was covered with expensive-looking rugs. A woman pushed through some hanging blankets, two skittish dogs following close behind. Sixties, medium height, long dark hair framing her oval face. Despite her age—or maybe because of it—she was beautiful. Objectively, that is. There was no need for subjective-eye-of-the-beholder malarkey. Not here. No, sir.

      “Gentleman,” she said softly, doe eyes checking me out.

      Barney cleared his throat. “I, um, didn’t let you know we was comin’. I figured you’d, ah, know, anyhows.”

      “You presumed correctly, Barnabas. And this is …”

      I felt like I was in the presence of royalty, a crass incomer who knew nothing of the appropriate etiquette. “David Danvers,” I said, resisting the urge to bow.

      “How can I help?” she asked, knowing, I guessed, how she could, whether by spellbinding skills or a script written by Mal. I couldn’t tell.

      I looked at Barney. He nodded. “I want to ride the smile,” I said, feeling ridiculous.

      If she was laughing at me for being a shmuck, there was no trace of it. In fact, she looked deadly serious. She didn’t, however, exhibit the Shallow Creek Look, the regulation tight little smile.

      “I don’t have to,” she said, apparently reading my mind. Neat trick. “I’m part smile, part human. It doesn’t affect me. It’s why I can hold your hand while you ride the smile.”

      “Will you take me to the gorge?”

      “You know about the kids who died there in ‘59?”

      I nodded.

      “And that their bodies,” she continued, “were torn apart and mutilated like they’d been in a high-speed car accident.”

      “Yes, ma’m,” I said with conviction. “I do not believe they were skiing accidents.”

      “Correct, Mr Danvers. Those kids, they weren’t skiing. They’d gone up to ride the smile, but they were reckless, unprepared. They didn’t have me. The smile ripped them apart, not one of them could … take it.”

      “Unlike Stan Laurel,” I said.

      “Unlike Stan Laurel,” she replied. “Dear Stan.”

      She plucked a yellow peacoat from the back of a chair and slipped it on. “Come. We need to go. We can talk on the way.”

      Gertrude eased passed us and exited the hut. We followed her out into the darkening day, the louring sky.

      “Snow,” she said. “Soon.”

      “Yep,” said Barney. In the presence of greatness, Barney was once again his one-syllable self.

      We trekked in a line, moving higher up the mountain, towards the pass that would lead us to Devil’s Gorge.

      “Are you aware of the risks, David?” Gertrude asked.

      “Sure,” I said. “Barney told me all about it.”

      “Have you got the knife, just in case?”

      “Knife?”

      “Mallum gave you the switchblade?”

      I removed the package from my pocket and tore the paper off. A pearl handle switchblade. Beautiful. Deadly. I pushed the button and it flicked open.

      Gertrude stopped, faced me. “Do you think you’ll be able to use it, if needs be?”

      “Use it?”

      She looked at Barnaby as he shifted on his feet like a naughty schoolboy. Clearly, Barn had neglected to tell me something.

      Gertrude sighed. “If the smile becomes too much, if you can’t take it, you have to open yourself up. It doesn’t always work, but it’s the only chance you’ve got. If you want to go back down the mountain, that is.”

      “I have to cut myself?” I asked.

      “You might be alright,” she said. “How’s your sense of humour?”

      “Not too good these days,” I admitted.

      She gave Barney another look, turned back to me. “Are sure you want to do this?”

      “Sure I’m sure,” I said. After all, this was all a set-up, a show. Barney wasn’t really Barney. And Gertrude wasn’t a witch. I mean, come on.

      As we trudged through the pass, snow fell in earnest, and increasingly I felt wrapped in a dream. I tried to imagine John Candy in this very same pass. Stan Laurel. Chaplin. All the silent guys. It was impossible. I couldn’t picture it. Of course they didn’t come here. It was nuts. Nuts. I was nuts to even be here. How glad I was for my last foray into all things woo woo. It was crap. All of it. Utter crap.

      Gertrude halted and turned to me, shouting above the rising wind. “We’re here. Devil’s Gorge.”

      I stood beside her. Was it my imagination, or was she younger? Stupid altitude thingy, gotta be.

      It wasn’t much of a gorge, and it was hardly devilish, either. But that was the nature of such things. The places, the locations, they never stood up. When you looked closer, it was like trying to unearth the end of a rainbow.

      Through the flurrying snow I gazed down the muzzle of Devil’s Gorge. Shallow Creek sat silently within its sights. From here the seaside town looked charming and haunted in equal measure—but I knew if I went down there, I’d see it for what it was: a town that’d seen its best days. Just like me. The real thing was never as good as the movie, the photo, the idea—get too close and it’ll fall apart.

      “We gonna get back before nightfall,” I asked Barney, but he was nowhere to be seen. Had I imagined him too?

      I was scared, I realised. Strange.

      “Can I hold your hand, Gertrude?”

      “Sure honey,” she replied. “But make sure you’ve got the switchblade ready.”

      “Just in case,” I whispered.

      “Just in case,” she agreed.

      Far away, across the mountains, there was a deep whirling dervish of a roar, drawing ever closer.

      You can do this, Danvers, I told myself. You’ve got everything going for you. You’re holding the hand of the prettiest girl in the world, a switchblade in the other.

      Just in case.
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      “Dad, I’m home.” I call through the hallway, dimly lit by a lone bulb hanging from the ceiling. Whether he’s left it on for me, or just left it on, I don’t know. “Got assigned a new house today,” I continue as I move to the kitchen—the constant sound of my voice will stop me from surprising, from scaring him—“it’s one of the big five, you know, up by the hospital?”

      The kitchen is empty.

      “Apparently it’s not been lived in since something like nineteen-ten.” I step into the living room to find his familiar outline in the armchair in the corner. I didn’t really expect to find him anywhere else. His deep brown eyes gaze vacantly past the TV, still on the same channel I left it this morning, humming low in the background.

      “Dad?”

      “Hm?” He turns slowly and looks, first through, then at me, pupils steadily focusing like a lens. His eyes study me, mind working through the puzzle. These silences still hurt, but I’m used to them now. I can see the frustration building on his face, but then his mouth and brow relax, the lines on his forehead melting as he closes his eyes.

      “Chelsea,” he sighs. “Chelsea Brittany Sanders. Born October thirteenth, nineteen ninety-nine. Six pounds, twelve ounces … It was raining.” His eyes open again.

      “That’s right, Dad,” I reply, a sad smile spreading through my lips. “Born for real estate.” He laughs, not remembering this is the same joke we share every day—a poor stab at the commerciality of my name. He rises from the chair and embraces me, his warm smell reminding me of evenings curled up on the sofa, reading. My eyes slide to the tray on the coffee table: the plate sits empty, so does the pill pot.

      “Did you enjoy your sandwich, Dad?” I ask as I pull away.

      “I ate a sandwich?” I remind him that Helen, our neighbor, came over to transfer the sandwich from fridge to table, and to make sure he took his pills at twelve thirty.

      “Oh. I suppose so.” He looks around, lost. Then his head snaps up, and he grins at me with a beaming smile from a better time. “Is it dinner time yet, Gull?”

      “Sure, come on. Let’s see what we’ve got.” He picks up the tray, and follows me through to the kitchen, soft carpet turning to cold linoleum under my feet. I need to vacuum. He pulls out a chair and sits down, drumming his hands like an impatient child.

      “So, chef, what’s for dinner?” He cocks a thick black eyebrow. I yank open the fridge door weighted with magnets, and hum along with the freezer fan as I scan the shelves and inspect the vegetable drawer.

      “Well—” I pull out a bag of kale and cross the kitchen.

      “Naw, not more of the green stuff? It’s bad enough you’ve got me eating coconut toast for breakfast, Gull.”

      While I cook the butterbean stew, we chat about old vacations and older jokes. In these he is fluent, and we talk and laugh without interruption. Once I’ve served dinner, we empty our plates slowly, enjoying the warm kitchen which cocoons us from the chilly late-summer evening outside.

      When the food is gone, he stands.

      “Right, Gull. I’d best be off to bed as I’ve got an early start for work tomorrow.” My face falls.

      “Dad, you don’t work anymore, remember? You had to stop because you weren’t—aren’t—very well.” He pauses, confused. His dark knuckles grip the chair in front of him, fingers twisting into the gaps in its spine.

      “Yes.” His voice is quiet, fragile. “Yes, I must have forgotten. How silly.” Embarrassed, he turns and trudges slowly out of the kitchen, and I wait for the sound of his soft footsteps on the stairs before clearing away the dishes. I wash up and wipe the counter, leaving everything as immaculate as when we entered earlier.

      I switch off the light as I leave the kitchen, and pick up the laundry basket on my way through. As always, I tour the photo gallery leading from the hallway up the stairs to Dad’s room. I pause at my favorites—photos of us down at the beach when I was four, maybe five, me running around, imitating the gulls sweeping across the sand—the origin of Dad’s pet name for me.

      When I’ve removed my stuff from the basket, I leave it on the landing under the photo of my high school graduation—offer to study science in hand—next to my dad’s door. It’s important he keeps doing small chores. I stick my head around the doorframe: the light is off, but I can see his shadowy figure sitting motionless on the bed, pajama top on, but no bottoms.

      “You not gonna put on some pajama bottoms, Dad?” I’m careful to keep my tone light, non-confrontational.

      “Hm? No. No, not tonight.”

      “Okay.” Sometimes—over the little things—it’s not worth arguing. “You cleaned your teeth?”

      “Yes, at least, I think so.” With my eyes now accustomed to the darkness, I can see the mixture of confusion, sadness and pain on his face as his tongue searches his mouth.

      “Don’t worry, Dad. I’m sure you have.” As he slips under the duvet, my eyes drift to the large print on the wall opposite the foot of the bed. The whole family managed to squeeze into one frame for my dad’s fifty-third birthday, only a few years ago now. Each of them has gradually fallen away—uneasy, unsure or unwilling to help. Like everyone else, they didn’t know how to react when Dad began to struggle with his memory—“it’s just old age” the most common phrase. Even laughter wasn’t safe, the awkward amusement frustrating him because they couldn’t see it wasn’t a joke. It was real, and it hurt.

      “Night, Dad.” As I pull the door to, I spot the overflowing wastebasket, crammed with crumpled pieces of paper—countless drawings of clock faces, his exercises set by the doctor. I enter my room, dump my clothes beside the bed, and I pull on a pair of worn pajamas. Stuffing today’s wear into the closet, I glimpse my little wooden cross buried at the bottom. Raised Catholic, I lapsed after Dad’s diagnosis. It’s surprising how many people claim to be Christian and yet never seek to help other anguished souls. Besides, no God could do this to a person.

      I shuffle through to the bathroom, eyes drooping, exhausted from the effort of maintaining my mask of positivity—both at work and at home. The tiles are cold under my feet, and I work through my usual routine: brush, floss, mouthwash. I splash my face with cold water to conclude the ritual, long dark hair falling around my face as I lean over the basin. I let the water wash away premature creases in my forehead—well-aware that those same lines will re-group by tomorrow evening—before smothering myself with a towel still not quite dry from my shower this morning. Chin no longer dripping, I open the cupboard above the sink to return my purging tools, though there’s little space among all Dad’s E.O.A.D medicine. Shoving them in, I slam the door shut and stare at my face in the mirror; something I’ve been avoiding with greater resolve. With the realtor make-up erased, my face is façade-free, natural.

      Shattered.

      Hollows bleed from under my eyelashes, more noticeable now the layer of foundation is gone. My eyes stare into their reflected twins, bloodshot irritation clearly visible where water has leaked from duct to socket. Eyes exhausted from the effort of living this dual life, seeking solace in a lifeless reflection which knows nothing of deception, hazel staring into hazel, searching for hope in the depths of each other’s darkness.
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      His eyes are black, feral, bloodshot; the mirror’s glass stained and dull, dark bands marking the exposed silver nitrate. He dowses his face in freezing water, then storms from the room, droplets painting a dark trail on the wooden floor, like blood on snow. He pauses at the top of the staircase, ears cocked. A slight scuffle prompts him to approach the room at the far end of the passage, his footfalls cautious, deliberately avoiding the boards known to creak. The flaking door is already ajar, and he spies on the sole inhabitant through the mirror he placed there months ago. This is made easier by the room’s sparse furnishings—a carriage clock ticking softly, yellowed face peering through clouded glass, an armchair, splitting at the feet, upholstery picked and frayed, and a rocking horse. The horse stands motionless, its tail matted in a thick clump, the varnish chipped, lines running through the paintwork as though it has been sprayed with alcohol. Its dark eyes swallow the room, open mouth jeering while the body creaks loosely on its metal axis as the house shifts.

      The resident occupies the armchair. Saliva dripping from his chin, watery blue eyes—once clear as ice—vacant, as he murmurs to himself and his invisible companions. He—the father—takes counsel, while the son listens, enraged. There isn’t enough money to fund a room in an asylum, and he won’t receive his inheritance until the madman is dead. He entertains the possibilities, playing each one through in his mind.

      “What was that, Henry?” the old man asks, his conversation gaining clarity. “No, he shall have none of it. I will burn it all before he can touch it, ablaze in a raging bonfire—imagine the heat.” He pauses, and then—stern tone replaced with curiosity—“I wonder, if the fuel is green, will the flames be green, too?” Oblivious to his son’s presence, his mutterings dissolve into drivel once again, his son sweating behind the door. He places a hand against the wall to steady himself, palm sticking to the wallpaper. He looks first to his feet, then to the large, dark window at the end of the hall. The rain outside distorts his reflection, his jet black eyes remorseless as his echo weeps.
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      A Chevrolet honks loudly behind me.

      “Shit.” I step on the gas and dart past the green light, the heaters in my car pulling the smell of pancakes from my clothes, filling the car with the sweet scent.

      It is Tuesday. Pancake Day. Mom used to insist the British version—her version—was better. The calendar on the kitchen pinboard marks the passage of time for my dad, and although he can—with help—tell the days of the week, he insists that every Tuesday is Shrove Tuesday. Perhaps it’s because Mom died on Pancake Day.

      I’ve gone onto autopilot again, and barely register that I’ve parked the car, crossed the sidewalk and entered the office, when I hear my name.

      “Chelsea! Hey, Chelsea?” I turn and see Josh, Oak’s Estate Agency admin, waving a piece of paper in my face. “Your list—” he thrusts it into my hands— “I was going to put it on your desk, but you’re here now, and I’m here, so uh … Yeah.”

      “Thanks.” I flash a quick smile before turning my attention to the names and addresses listed on the paper. “You’d think, given the size of this town, that people could just walk to a property.” I shake my head. Some of these folk live only five minutes away from the properties they view.

      “I guess, but it’s company policy, so what can you do?” He shrugs. “Anyway, you know what the weather’s like around here—you can’t expect clients to wander around houses dripping wet, can you?”

      “Well …” I snatch some inquiry slips from my desk, and back out the door.

      In the car, I attach the papers to a clipboard and check my stash of pens, before turning the key and setting off to meet buyer number one. No need for Google Maps here—I’ve known every street in this town since I was twelve.

      Clients greeted and ushered into the car, we drive from their large house to an even bigger one, exchanging fake smiles and appropriate small-talk. I hate this job, but Shallow Creek is short of options, and is where I have to stay.
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