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IMPOSSIBILIA

Aurora Award Finalist

Doug’s first collection contains three novelettes, including an award winner and an award finalist. Stories of wonder with characters that you won’t forget. Characters who, like any of us, have things they hide inside—secrets, fears, aspects of themselves they keep locked away. Or try to.

Only their things are a little…different.

A painter who talks to Vincent van Gogh

A shapeshifter hunting one of his own

The secret to being the luckiest man alive

Welcome to Impossibilia!

~~

“Rarely have I seen such an apt title to any book! Douglas Smith has given us three amazing stories that are so unusual and beautiful that no other name than Impossibilia could possibly describe this collection. Each tale was rapture and ecstasy, magical and mysterious, perfect and implausible. In short, I loved them all from the first word to the last. ... I don’t know what else to say without spoiling things for you so I won’t say anything else, except READ THIS BOOK!!!” — Mass Movement Magazine

“The three stories collected in ‘Impossibilia’ are very different, covering almost the entire range of speculative genres. The writing is superb. Douglas Smith is an artisan and his stories beautifully crafted. ... In my search for the perfect short story, the three in this volume certainly qualify.” —SF Crowsnest Book Reviews

“Both thematically and stylistically, these stories sometimes recall the work of better known authors, including Harlan Ellison, Theodore Sturgeon, and Ray Bradbury. But Smith puts such a personal stamp on his stories, and invests them with such depth of feeling, that they transcend the dangers of … imitation and emerge as wholly original. … There is a certain exhilaration that comes from reading the book’s complex and powerfully emotional stories couched in that deft and smooth prose. It is easy to see why PS Publishing considers Smith an author who deserves more attention. … [Smith deserves] to be known to by a very wide audience indeed.” —Dead Reckonings review magazine

“Highly, highly recommended.” —Fantasy Book Critic

“The stories in this collection reach from van Gogh’s rural France to the classic travelling fair to the far lost forest, and from timeshift to shapeshift to the activity of luck. That’s range, or at least a glimpse of range, in the grand manner that harks back to Bradbury and Sturgeon and Ellison” —Chaz Brenchley, award-winning UK writer

“Each story [in Impossibilia] is unique and different, showcasing a different aspect of Douglas Smith’s talent. [...] A fun romp that delivered something different [with] stories that are exhilarating, enjoyable, and well above competence.” —Bibliophile Stalker - Speculative Fiction Reviews

“A book that ably demonstrates what Smith is capable of as a writer, added to which, anyone who references Springsteen songs in their titles is going to get the thumbs up from me.” —Black Static Magazine

“In the three novelettes that comprise Impossibilia, Douglas Smith [lays] bare the psychological and emotional fragility that motivates his characters.” —The Fix

“Aptly named, Impossiblilia introduces the reader to Douglas Smith’s magical reality where the impossible is readily accepted as normal. ... [The] three letter perfect stories behind the expressionist cover art admirably display Mr. Smith’s considerable creativity.” —Hellnotes

“Stories with hope are stories I need. ... I would very cheerfully read more stories by this author. ... Worth reading: definitely.” —The International Review of Science Fiction
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INTRODUCTION BY CHAZ BRENCHLEY

The Hummingbird’s Attention at the Flower

WHAT’S IT ABOUT, then, this story thing?

It’s about range but focus, breadth but intensity. It’s an art of contradictions. Or else you can express that as though literature were oxymoronic by nature — range and focus, breadth and intensity — in which case it’s simply unreasonable, making demands that go far beyond what it is decent to ask...

Well, yes. I’m sorry, did that really need saying? Literature has always been the most scrupulous, the most specifically demanding of the arts. It calls for a marriage of style and content that can be neither forced nor arranged but has to be striven for, sweated over, cultivated like something as precious and rare as it is obdurate and slippery — and that’s for starters, that’s before it’ll get into bed with you. Then it starts looking for flexibility, for stretch: for range, in other words.

Range is not (yet) exclusively the province of the short-story writer, but things are tending that way. Novelists are bracketed too closely; having made a successful investment, publishers want more and more of the same thing, whatever it was they and the reading public liked in the first place. Try digging lead out of your silver-mine, and they don’t really know what to do with it; whatever its intrinsic value, they’re not set up to sell that. And retailers like to know exactly where a book belongs, which shelf it’ll jump off: which generally to their mind means the same shelf that your last books went on. It’s a conspiracy of limitations, a combination of fear-factors and urgent impressions that leaves a novelist constantly aware of borders, of boxing-in. Having so little invested in them, short-story writers still have the freedom to reach, to leap, to embrace genre but defy categorisation.

There are only three stories in this collection, and they reach from van Gogh’s rural France to the classic travelling fair to the far lost forest, and from timeshift to shapeshift to the activity of luck. That’s range, or at least a glimpse of range, in the grand manner that harks back to Bradbury and Sturgeon and Ellison; that’s the freedom that the short form allows, the humming-bird’s brief attention at this flower and at this one and at that.

The humming-bird’s brief but intimate attention. That’s crucial, that’s the other shoe dropping simultaneously. Range and focus. The humming-bird doesn’t stay long, but it is intent and purposeful. Short stories are by definition short, but they are not — at least, the good ones are not — casual or anecdotal. They matter, often more immediately and more intensely than a novel matters. Novels can be vaster than empires and more slow, they have time and are welcome to take it; short stories are necessarily urgent: “nine coaches waiting — hurry, hurry, hurry.”

Urgency is a focus in itself. So is style sometimes, the freedom — again, freedom — to experiment, to take risks, to play with language in ways that would never work within the broad landscapes of a novel. In this form, a story can focus on its own words. Chiefly, though, the proper study of mankind is man. The proper focus of a story, any story, lies in the characters that inhabit it. Which is why science fiction is never really about the rocketships, any more than crime fiction is about the clues; a true story is neither a manual nor a crossword-puzzle. However it dresses, literature has its great themes — love and death, largely — and its lesser themes, and they mirror the natural concerns of life.

Which is why, whatever the setting and whatever the mood, Douglas Smith’s stories turn inward, on their characters. Not always in a kindly way — fiction is necessarily ruthless, or else it degrades into sentimentality — but these are, nonetheless, stories that treat with hope, and will not in the end deny it. Dues are paid, and life goes on: reaching, purposeful, intent.


I M P O S S I B I L I A


BOUQUET OF FLOWERS IN A VASE, BY VAN GOGH

“To express the love of two lovers through a marriage of colors...To express hope by a handful of stars...”

— Vincent van Gogh, letter to his brother, Theo

THE PAINTING SCREAMS Laure’s name at Maroch. He stares at it in disbelief, choking back his own scream.

It is a still life by van Gogh. This gallery in the Musée d’Orsay in Paris is devoted to Vincent. Beneath the painting, a still life now herself, Laure lies dead.

You should have known she would come here, my love, says a voice inside Maroch’s head. It is a woman’s voice, but not Laure’s.

I should have known a lot of things, he answers silently.

Don’t look at her, says the voice.

I can’t help it.

The scrub team works on Laure. Maroch had sent for them when the museum’s Director called him. He still has some pull at the Company.

Don’t look.

Maroch pulls his eyes away as the team lifts Laure’s slim corpse onto the body bag. Instead, he stares at the painting, which is like Laure in two very particular ways: it is beautiful — and it is impossible.

Beautiful. Against a dark blue background, an explosion of flowers overwhelms a white vase. Overwhelms the viewer, too. The flowers, mostly white and yellow chrysanthemums, seem ready to burst from the canvas, run wild over the frame, spill onto the gallery floor. Spill, like Laure lies spilled.

Impossible. This painting can’t exist. But her body gives lie to that. He reads the plaque beside the painting:

“Bouquet of Flowers in a Vase: This still life is not mentioned in van Gogh’s letters and has puzzled scholars as to its place in his artistic production. Most certainly a late work and possibly the Museum’s first painting from his Auvers period (May-July 1890)”

Yes, most certainly a late work, he thinks. Very late.

A sound like something tearing cuts the gallery’s silence — the zipper closing on the body bag.

Something tearing — her life — my life.

Don’t listen, says the voice.

Maroch stares at the painting as the Director comes to stand beside him. Pale-faced, she wrings her hands. “Horrible,” she says, looking at the body bag.

Don’t look, says the voice. Maroch stays silent.

Turning her back on Laure, the Director stares at the painting, as if by focusing solely on it, she can restore the gallery to normalcy, to its intended purpose. “Strange,” she says.

More than strange, he thinks. Impossible.

She shakes her head. “I know every one of his works. I know them like my children, the ones in our collection more so. The provenance of each, where it is — storage, on display, on loan. I can visualize this entire room, every brush stroke, every color. Everything about every one, but...” Her voice trails off.

Maroch continues to stare at the painting, knowing what will come next.

She shakes her head again. “But not this one. This one, I have no memory of. None.”

Give it time, he thinks. He almost laughs at that. Time.

“No memory of ever seeing it,” she says, “or reading of it in any biography or in his letters to Theo. As if it never existed until I saw it hanging here today.”

“Have you checked your records?” he asks.

She sniffs. “I tell you I know his works. This one —” She stops.

This one you can’t explain, he thinks, so you’ll check again.

The Director sighs. “I’ll check our records again. Maybe I missed it. Maybe it’s there.”

It will be there — now.

She turns from the painting to watch the cleanup team lifting the body bag onto the gurney.

Laure is inside that, he thinks.

Don’t look, my love.

“Is this matter over now?” the Director asks, as if a suicide was no more than a troublesome audit of their books.

“It’s over,” he says.

It’s not over, is it? asks the voice.

No, he thinks. One more thing to do.

“And no one will hear about this?” she asks.

“No one,” he says. That I promise you, Laure, he swears.

The Director sniffs again, then leaves him, running off, no doubt, to check the museum’s records. The cleanup team wheels out the gurney with the body bag.

“Goodbye, Laure,” he whispers.

Don’t look, my love.

His phone rings. It’s Karsh. “Maroch! Are you there?”

Part of me is. Part of me just left. “I’m here.”

“Have you seen it?” Karsh is excited. Even for Karsh, he is excited.

Maroch stares at the painting. “I’ve seen it.”

“Do you know what this means? What we have done? What you and your petite conne have done?”

Maroch looks at the bloodstained carpet where Laure had lain. “I know.”

“We’re going to be rich, my friend. We are going to be powerful. Rich and powerful.”

No. No, we aren’t. “Rich and powerful, Karsh.”

“This changes everything!” Karsh cries.

Yes, it does, he thinks. But he says nothing.

“Maroch? Are you there? We need to meet.”

Yes, we do. “When? Where?”

“The cottage in Auvers. At seven tonight.”

“I’ll be there.”

Karsh hangs up. Maroch checks his watch. Three o’clock. The cottage is a two-hour drive from Paris. He still has time. Time to remember Laure. He moves on to the next van Gogh in the gallery.

The Café Terrace on the Place du Forum at Night — Arles, 1888. A café street scene. Tables sit half-empty. An island of light from the patio spills onto a cobblestone street, yellow-warm and yellow-bright. A few passers-by, a waiter clad in black and white. A cold night sky, black-blue and star-swarmed.

He looks at the date again. 1888. Before Auvers. He remembers another café, where it all began.

Before Auvers...

~~

PARIS, MAY 2008. Two months ago. A warm night at Le Café de Deux Magots. A table by the sidewalk, rare as happiness. Espresso, bitter as memory.

Karsh was talking. Karsh was always talking. “It’s easy money, Maroch,” he said, lighting a cigarette.

It’s never easy, my love, said the voice. Don’t trust him.

I don’t.

A young couple strolled by, their arms linked, the girl’s green eyes on the boy’s face.

Were we ever that young? Maroch wondered.

Once, she replied.

“Not interested, Karsh. I don’t do Company work anymore.”

“It’s not a Company job,” Karsh said. “You’d work for me. With me. And you’re the only one I’d trust with this.”

Maroch shook his head. “No.” The young couple disappeared around the corner. Maroch sent a silent wish at their backs. Be happy — while you can.

We were happy, weren’t we? she asked.

Once.

“One hundred thousand,” Karsh said. “American.”

Maroch turned back to stare at him. Two years since they’d last met, but Karsh hadn’t changed much. Inverted triangle of a face, a little fatter. Sandy hair combed straight back, a little thinner. Small black eyes, still bright and hungry.

“What did you say?” Maroch asked.

Karsh grinned. “Or fifteen per cent. Me? I’d take the cut.”

Get up. Walk away, she said.

“Cut of what?” Maroch heard himself ask.

You never listened, did you?

Karsh’s grin grew. “Already have buyers lined up.”

“Fuck your dancing. Buyers for what?”

The waiter passed by, long white apron, black pants, white shirt, black tie, one hand holding a tray of empty wine glasses. Waiting until he’d gone, Karsh took a glance over each shoulder, then leaned across the table.

“Van Goghs,” he said in a hoarse whisper.

Maroch laughed. “Where would you get van Goghs?”

Karsh sat back, taking a drag on his cigarette. “There is much about me you do not know, my friend.”

He’s not your friend.

“It’s what I do know that worries me. How many?”

“Don’t know yet.”

“You think your buyers won’t be able to tell?”

Karsh shook his head. “No fakes. Real.”

“Stolen?”

“Never been found.” Another grin. “At least, not yet.”

Maroch’s hand began to shake. He put his espresso down to cover the tremor. “Then, how?”

You know how, she said. That’s why he wants you.

“I’ve found a natural, my friend.”

A viewer. He’s talking about a viewer.

“I’m not doing it, Karsh.”

Karsh wasn’t listening. “She’s the best I’ve ever seen. I mean, since you. You know, the ‘you’ you were before Elise...” He shrugged. “Before.”

Before I died, he means.

Dead, but not gone.

Walk away, my love, whispered Elise.

“I just need you to design the protocols,” Karsh said, “and then train her on them. She does the remote viewing — you just guide her through each session, record what she sees, and report to me. No har-vee for you.” His accent made R.V. sound like “harvey.”

Walk away.

“She’s waiting to talk to you,” Karsh said. He nodded at a table on the far side of the patio, against the wall of the café. “Her name is Laure.”

Maroch turned. A slim brunette sat with her back to him. As his eyes fell on her, she turned to look at him, as if she had felt the touch of his gaze on her skin. Small rosebud mouth, short nose, large green eyes. Short hair, black and shiny, framing a round, pale face. Their eyes met, and she smiled. He gasped. The girl turned away.

Karsh nodded. “There is a resemblance.”

Maroch swallowed, his mouth like sand. “I won’t do any viewing.”

Karsh shook his head. “None, my friend.”

You’re going to do it, aren’t you?

Maroch looked back to Laure.

I need the money.

Liar.

“Twenty-five per cent, not fifteen,” Maroch said.

Karsh grinned.

You’re a fool.

~~

MAROCH MOVES TO Vincent’s next painting in the gallery, “Houses in Auvers.” Thatched cottages with tiled roofs. A winding dirt road. Green roofs over blue walls. Blue sky over green trees and gardens run wild. These peasant homes sag and twist, like living things, part of the surrounding verdant jungle from which they seem to have sprung.

He reads the plaque:

“In May 1890, against his doctor’s advice, van Gogh moved to Auvers-sur-Oise, transferring his care to Doctor Gachet, an art lover himself. Van Gogh painted many of his finest works in Auvers during a
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