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There are stories in the fog, too deep to penetrate without stepping in... and becoming a part of them.
In the year since the release of the bestselling TERROR NOVA, the author of the cult-classic has been roaming the countryside to promote the book, all while struggling with writer’s block that is hindering its sequel.
When the invitation comes to spend Halloween weekend at a centuries-old merchant estate for a writer’s retreat, he thinks it might be the solution to his problems.
He doesn’t expect to find that some scary stories write themselves...

Featuring twelve terrifying short stories from Newfoundland’s top talents, including USA Today Bestseller Tanith Frost (Resurrection), horror short-fiction master Kelley Power (Tombstories), the talented CH Newell, Paul Carberry (Carcharodon), Jon Dobbin (The Starving), Brad Dunne (The Gut), and many more!

If you enjoy this novel, sign up to my newsletter to receive updates and news. Sign up now and get an exclusive FREE horror eBook from the Engen Team!

Sign-Up for the Engen Horror Society Newsletter by clicking this link!
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I find myself writing the foreword of this book, Terror Nova: Writers Retreat, before finishing writing the book itself for one very specific reason—I need to qualify the name of the lead character.

Months before the first Terror Nova was released, my publisher, Matt LeDrew, and I began discussing the possibility of a follow-up and how we would set it up differently. He suggested we go meta; have it set at a launch event of a book called Terror Nova. I loved the idea of making the book a part of the story but as I started to write I drifted a bit from the plan and found myself fighting with one major element: the character of the author of Terror Nova. 

There are a lot of people who came together to make Terror Nova a thing; from Matt & his team at Engen to the incredible stable of authors who contributed, to the support we received once the book got out there, so to use my name as a character was instantly a big nope from me. I tried to start referring to the character who helmed the fictional version of the anthology as “The Author,” but the problem then became that the framing narrative is set at a writers’ retreat, and a chunk of the other characters are authors, so I started quickly running out of synonyms for “author” when trying to write around them.

It turned out that this was becoming a bit of a bigger problem than you’d expect and was leading me to a block as I was trying to navigate the weekend of the titular retreat while constantly coming up against the wall of the protagonist’s name. 

So, as a bit of an homage to some recently read books, I’ve settled on naming “The Author” Malcolm Hennessy. 

Sharing initials with me is a bit of a compromise. 

Mike Hickey

Summer 2021

“Stories are relics, part of an undiscovered pre-existing world. The writer’s job is to use the tools in his or her toolbox to get as much of each one out of the ground as intact as possible.”

- Stephen King
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The sound of the changing terrain from craggy black top to gravel was welcomed by Malcolm Hennessy and even more welcomed by his stomach as he turned off the two lanes that he felt he’d been travelling on forever, despite it only being an hour or so to this point. 

A flash of inspiration struck, and he used a voice command function of the phone paired to his car’s entertainment system to take a memo.

“The faded asphalt splayed out in the distance as far as I could see, neatly bisected by the solid yellow line that seemed brightly defiant to the age of the road and the neglect shown to its infrastructure.”

He stopped as he said it, curled his lips in disgust, and poked an eager finger at the trashcan icon showing on screen and then threw the car into park.

“Neglect shown to its infrastructure? Be better,” he said out loud to himself in the empty car before grabbing the caramel-coloured satchel from the passenger seat and throwing the door open.

The waning afternoon sun threw his shadow far across the parking lot as he moved to the building reading “NAN & POP’S” in bright red block lettering over cracked and peeling white painted plywood, centered between two soft drink logos of equal levels of decay. Below it, the pink faded vinyl flag that once touted “24 & More!” flavours of ice cream now flapped flaccid and illegible in the breeze. 

As he opened the door, a buzzer rang, and he could see from what appeared to be a living room behind the counter an older couple turn from watching The Price Is Right and pull themselves from their his & hers armchairs to waddle toward him. 

He knew instantly that the food in this place was going to be amazing.

“’Ows ya doin’, skipper?” the old fella, presumably the titular “Pop,” asked as he cocked his head to the side.

“Alright, b’y, yourself?” Normally, Malcolm didn’t have much of an accent, something often met with disappointment by expectant mainlanders he had business dealings with, but he always found himself slipping into the vernacular when around those he considered “heartier” Newfoundlanders. 

“Dissisit” Pop shot back.

“Is anywhere fine?” asked Hennessy, looking to the half dozen empty tables lined around the space.

“Yes, my love,” answered the presumed “Nan” appearing around the counter while tying a server’s apron around her waist, “anywhere you’d like.”

He shot her a gracious smile as he picked a table in the corner by a window and crossed to it, barely getting a chance to retrieve his laptop from the satchel before Nan was to him with a laminated menu and a glass of ice water.

“Today we ‘as pea soup on,” but his nose had already provided this information as soon as he’d set foot in the place, “and we got our fish & chips on speeshawl.”

“Oh! A two-piece, please,” he said, passing her back the menu instantly.

“Dressing and gravy?”

“‘Magine. Just on the fries, though.” He winked at her and cocked his head the same way Pop did when he first entered the place. “Could I get a cup of coffee too, please?”

“Of course.” She scribbled on her pad and walked back to Pop who was waiting in the commercial kitchen, next to the makeshift living room. 

Malcolm smiled and took in the place. He had always loved finding these little greasy spoons on road trips, so much so that he had bypassed several reliable chains along the Trans Canada Highway and banked on a spot like this being nestled somewhere along this slightly desolate road. They reminded him of his childhood haunts, the ice cream parlours and take-outs from road trips or hot summer days when no one wanted to be in kitchen, and then, later, the late nights trekking home from whatever bar he had drank too much at. 

This place specifically reminded him of a spot from his first summer away from home. He hadn’t honed his culinary skills at that point and decided that, as far as meals went, it was more cost effective to get the $2 burgers & $7 chicken finger platters from the diner on the corner than to take public transit all the way to a grocery store and back. Taking in this quaint space, he realized just how similar they were; the pale cream walls covered in menu updates and what appeared to be grandchildren’s artwork, the off-white tiles trodden with uncleanable salt stains, the Formica tables, and mismatched hard plastic chairs... 

Back to work though. He unlocked the laptop’s waiting screen and was instantly faced with his albatross; the manuscript for the follow-up to his modest success of a debut work, due in under a month, currently sitting at 4 pages and just under 800 words. 

Before he was able to hit another key, Nan was back with a steaming cup of coffee.

“What’s this ‘ere? You a reporter or somet’ing?” Her tone, inquisitive and excited, almost as if she’d be proud if his answer was yes, subverted his reaction to the invasion of privacy.

“Uh, no.” He was caught off guard. Normally he would have shut down to someone looking at his screen like this, but with this woman he didn’t seem to mind so much. There was an ease with this Nan. “I’m an author.”

“Ooh! Would we know anyt’ing you wrote?”

“I doubt it, I write genre stuff. Horror.”

“My Cyril in there loves the ‘orror. I’m not much for it meself. ‘E got a big ol’ stack of Stephen King back in the ‘ouse.” It was only when she said it that it clicked for him that the room next to the kitchen was their living room and it was a conduit to the rest of their home, adjoined to the business. “What’s one of your books? I’ll see if ‘e knows it.”

“Terror Nova?” He smiled awaiting the standard reaction.

“Good name. I ‘aven’t ‘eard of it though. Lemme see about Cyril.” And she disappeared into the kitchen just below a pegged menu identical to the one from the diner he used to go to. Suddenly, Pop, now known as Cyril, emerged beneath it and pulled out the chair across from him. 

“Marjorie tells me you’re a writer? Does ‘orror books?” 

“Yea, ‘Terror Nova?’”

“Good name, don’t know it though.” 

“It’s okay. Not many do,” Malcolm chuckled through his self-deprecation. 

“Well, if ya likes a good ‘orror story, I got one.” Cyril leaned back, the plastic chair creaking under his large frame, and tucked his thumbs into the suspenders he wore over his white t-shirt. “Marj is finishin’ off your lunch, so while you waits...”
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AN OCCURRENCE AT THE SHIPWRECK HIDEAWAY
by Alex McIntosh


[image: ]


This long coastal road was ravaged by rain on a cloudy evening dating back to October of 1933. Fog, thick like white smoke, swarmed that night. The quick tread of a loud trundling Ford motorcar broke foul murky puddles, as the squeaking rubber wipers tried in vain to beat away the elements. 

Mr. Vincent Sullivan was behind the wheel dressed in a long raincoat and bowler hat, his suit jacket and trousers reasonably well protected despite the uninvited shower that poured down from a leak in the roof. A night to dress prim and proper it seemed not. His attempts to defog the glass with a mysterious old rag found under the seat only worsened his view of the rocky road. 

A man long in the nose with damn near duck-down pillowcases under the eyes, Mr. Sullivan preferred drinking to sleeping. A most high-functioning alcoholic, he had a million things on his mind but could barely muster the courage to discuss them with his wife. 

Mrs. Doris Sullivan, with her delightfully dark complexion, was as straight-faced as they came. She had made every effort to rinse water out of her tarnished hat, however she was more concerned with the briefcase on her lap that held papers to her upcoming novel.

“According to the maps we should be a little over thirteen miles away,” she said. 

“Thirteen miles in this titanic rainstorm might as well be sixty by the time we get to your publisher’s house,” Vincent retorted.

Doris was keen on making it there that evening and not missing a moment. The conditions they encountered upon exiting the front door of their cozy townhouse in St. John’s were undesirable to say the least. Rain and fog were the norm in St. John’s, but this torrential deluge was something else. Doris thought back to the letter she received from her Publisher. Grant’s Publishing was one of the leaders in detective fiction across North America. Doris would say she “dabbled” in short stories although this was very modest. On the contrary, she was incredibly talented. Her decidedly grisly tale ”The Scarecrow’s Hand” had single-handedly put the Cold Hearts and Colder Souls anthology into the bestseller category, and publisher Andrew Grant had taken notice. Afterwards, a novel submission from Doris had resulted in the arrival of said letter:

Dear Mrs. Sullivan, I have the utmost pleasure in inviting you and your husband to stay with me at my oceanside home in Burnt Point on October 17th. I look forward to meeting you both in person. 

Yours Sincerely, Andrew Grant.

Doris was thrilled although her face barely registered delight. Despite being so deadpan, she was excited for this mysterious vacation, and Andrew Grant was not somebody you could refuse a meeting with. His letter was no more an invitation than it was a polite demand. Andrew Grant was a reclusive enigma who few people claimed to have met in person. No phone calls. No personal meetings. This publishing powerhouse had assistants working under more assistants. A personal invitation to one of his many houses could only mean big business. “Doris Sullivan: bestselling novelist.” It was a far cry from her past. She liked the ring to it. 

“What of tonight if we can’t make it to your publisher’s house?” Vincent asked.

“We passed a few houses back there. I’m sure nobody will see us stuck.”

“Root cellars and a few barns are hardly my idea of the Royal York. There’s so much water on the road I believe a fishing vessel might pass us by any moment. Do you think they’d have any fish and chips to spare?” 

“If I was presented with that, I’d probably celebrate the occasion by cracking a smile,” Doris acknowledged.

While Doris specialized in the subject of murder, Vincent specialized in acuteness to murder glasses of various whiskies. He kept up with his incessant ramblings while Doris drew a wet pen and a mildly scrunched sheet of paper from the briefcase on her lap. She spoke her scribblings out loud. 

“Black rubber slipped on the oozing earth. A fragrant windswept coastline etched among a torrential cataclysm of rain.”

“You think you could turn this rain into whiskey while your mind works away?” Vincent asked. 

“You can spare the whiskey while you’re driving, Mr. Sullivan. The fish and chips are still on my mind.”

Breakfast seemed so long ago. A boiled egg and two cigarettes did not really count as a solid square meal. The conversation had certainly stirred Doris’ carnivorous senses. It was right then she caught a glimpse of something outside flickering in the distance.

“I see lights up ahead.”

“Oh good, that’ll be the nearest lighthouse telling us we’re near land again.” Vincent quipped. 

Vincent gently cushioned the gas pedal beneath his sturdy leather boot. Behind a curtain of rain this old wooden structure made its presence known. Stood alone on the barren coast, a rickety sign danced in the elements emblazoned proudly with ”The Shipwreck Hideaway.” The hinges squeaked noisily even as the sea wind squealed. Vincent admired the swinging hurricane lamps illuminating this old dark house.

“You have the eyes of an albatross, I must say,” Vincent complimented to his wife.

“And your driving wasn’t as bad as I initially thought,” Doris joked. 

Their eyes locked onto this peculiar site.

“Do you think they’re even open?” Vincent asked. 

“There’s only one way to find out. I just hope they serve food.”

Doris ventured into the shower and paced towards the imposing wooden door hoping what was inside offered a better deal of comfort than the cold flurry of Newfoundland’s usual conditions. The door cracked open, and the old wooden floor seemed to groan under the weight of Doris’ black hiking boots. Vincent followed with curiosity as their eyes darted about the place. Here was a large, spacious dining room with only three small oak tables laid out, each with comfortable captain’s chairs and solitary candles that gently flared. The shadows danced and made the room seem busier than it was. In truth, it was ghostly. The walls were made up of reclaimed wood obviously taken from a few boats and were decorated majestically with nautical memorabilia. 

“Let me hang your coat, Doris,” Vincent offered. 

“Thank you,” Doris replied, hypnotized. She took off her wet coat and cloche hat and observed the surroundings as if the place were a museum of curiosities. 

Vincent racked their outdoor garments along the wall on what looked like large iron fishhooks. To the left of this, Vincent’s eyes widened at something on the wall. He took a step back to marvel at it. 

A painting with the title “Poseidon’s Touch.” No artist listed. A painting of the sea god himself standing muscular in the ocean with a potent expression upon his handsome profile. Vincent had an all too familiar feeling deep down in the pit of his stomach. Secretive. Taunted. All he could do was stare. 

Doris herself was stood transfixed on another painting in the room entitled ”Siren’s Lair.” No artist was listed for this one either, although a look at the styles dictated it to be the same person. This one featured numerous mermaids posing together sensually, their arms draped around each other in a beastly embrace. Doris felt pent up inside. Depression was very real to her, but she knew how to hide it.

“I wonder if the proprietor was expecting anybody to show up in this weather?” Vincent asked. 

“The nautical themes do this place justice; it’s just like the Marie Celeste,” she said. 

Doris locked eyes with her husband after a quick glance at the Poseidon painting that caught his eye. Realization dawned on her, and she felt a comfort being there with Vincent. Their companionship forged the foundation of their whole relationship. They mistook it for love early on. Who knows, in a way maybe it was. Doris was about to say something until she saw a look of alarm sweep across his face. There was somebody else in the room.  

A man stood there, a Tattered shirt rolled up to the elbows. He was almost skeletal, with flared nostrils, bulging eyes, and slick white hair as if cleaned in sardine oil.

“How do you do?” the man asked.

“How do you do?” Doris and Vincent in unison.

“I’m the owner of this establishment,” he said quietly yet sternly. “My name is Phillips. Mr. Phillips is fine.” 

Not to appear rude, Vincent sold himself as best he could. 

“My name is Mr. Vincent Sullivan, and this is my wife, Mrs. Doris Sullivan.”

Doris applied a wry smile toward the gaunt figure of their new host. 

“How do you do? I apologise for acting rather stiff; however, we are not open for business yet. I had set up for a small personal gathering, but they could not make it due to the inclement weather.”

Doris, hungry enough as to look past the awkwardness of the situation, chimed in.

“Is the kitchen not open then? The tables do look very inviting.”

Mr. Phillips had warmed slightly. 

“Why, thank you. Sadly not. However, we will indeed be opening in the future.” 

He walked towards them with open hands to usher them out, a knowing grin etched on his wrinkled face. 

“Well, we’re sorry to impose on you, Mr. Phillips,” Vincent said.

“No harm done. It was my fault the door was not locked. Terribly sorry for the mix up. Anyway, I shall hopefully see you lovely people when we do open some day down the road!” 

“Mr. Phillips?” Doris was polite to exclaim. “Just before we leave, I don’t suppose you’d be so kind as to spare something from your kitchen? Just for us to eat during the drive. Really anything is fine. We’ve been on the road for some time and haven’t eaten since this morning.” 

He stood quietly to ponder, his fingernails black with grime about to touch his dry lips out of habit, his quirks on full display. He moved his head in an indecipherable manner which Doris could not make head nor tail of. Unusual for her. Vincent concurred with his wife’s previous question.

“We’ll happily reimburse you for your trouble, of course. If you had something already prepared, we would happily put that to good use.”

“On the contrary, it isn’t the money. I’m just trying to think,” Mr. Phillips replied while gnawing on his nails. 

Doris completely empathised with her husband’s puzzled expression. 

“You know what? How would you both feel about this now? Well, I’ve been trying to glamorize the menu in time for opening and I have a few dishes in mind I’d planned on presenting this evening for my other guests. How would you both feel about sitting as my guests here now for a meal?”

“You’d be happy to do that?” Doris asked with a secret unease. 

“On the contrary, I’d be delighted!” he said vehemently. “You’ll be doing me a favour with your criticism. This is all complimentary too. I insist.”

They both thanked Mr. Phillips and watched him pull one solitary table to the centre of the room and move two captain’s chairs opposite to each other. The screeching sound made waves through the whole dining space. 

“Please, sit,” he gestured, “may I get you something to drink? I shall propose a toast to this little experiment. Mrs. Sullivan, would you like a glass of white wine? It will accompany the seafood rather tastefully.”

Doris loved seafood. After making herself comfortable in the perfectly framed chair, she most graciously accepted the wine offer despite the dicey vibes. Vincent remained standing just to allow his eye muscles to gauge the surroundings: a maritime theme of mostly broken ship ornaments of yesteryear and landscape drawings of wrecked boats. The dark history of the place was foreboding and gave the couple chills to match the chateau wine. 

Clink. 

Mr. Phillips retrieved the large bottle from behind the bar and poured up a flute glass rather shakily. His hand trembled so much when pouring that Doris immediately took notice. Vincent didn’t notice; his nostrils only perked at the smell of alcohol.

“Mr. Phillips, would you happen to have any whiskey by any chance?” he asked.

“Indeed, I do. Any particular kind you are fond of?”

“Anything that can sting my nostrils and mellow when it goes down.”

Mr. Phillips corked the wine and placed it back into a cool storage behind the makeshift bar area. It was complete with an old white oak barrel and some crooked shelves that mysteriously managed to hold all the bottles perfectly upright. He grabbed hold of a small brown bottle and healthily poured two glasses, handing one to Vincent. 

“I got this one from a passing ship five years ago. It is from the Islay region of Scotland. To your health, Mr. Sullivan.”

Right there and then, Mr. Phillips swigged the glass clean in a noisy slurp. The way his tongue flicked the bottom of the glass was rather ghastly. Still, Doris wore her stern expression with a faux blanket masking her unease. Vincent returned the toast out of politeness.

“To yours, Mr. Phillips.”

“Now if you will excuse me, I will be back with your first course in a few moments.” 

In a flash, he charged through a back door off into God knows where. Vincent strolled over to the bar area and helped himself to another glass of wonderfully complex single malt before he engaged in conversation.

“Peculiar fellow. You should write about this place in one of your mystery novels,” he suggested. 

“It’s too bad I left my stationery in the car. Everything about this place is worth writing about. Just our luck to stumble across it on a cold and rainy night.”

Vincent acknowledged the same and sipped gently from the crystal glass. Despite the eccentricity, he was beginning to warm up. He figured it was certainly better than driving in the dark practically without headlights feeling the trickle of ice-cold water pouring down his neck. 

Doris was considerably less snug. A question that sprang to mind was made open to her husband. 

“Do you think he’s making the food himself?”

“I assumed as much. Now what made you think to question that?” Vincent asked.

Doris could not shake off the feeling there was more than just Mr. Phillips in the kitchen. Her intuition was rarely wrong. Vincent too knew this.
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Doris hadn’t always been a writer. Just a few years before, she waitressed in downtown St. John’s at a pub by the waterfront called Farrell’s Tavern. It was away from the central bustle of popular George Street and for good reason. Farrell’s was mostly frequented by criminals of both the organized and disorganized nature. Doris was handy to the owners in more ways than just filling cups with overpriced grog. She grew up in a small fishing community on the east coast. Around some of these outport towns where men liked to spin yarns of old—or just plain fabricate information—Doris could tell a lie from a mile away and became quite the bloodhound. Such she was at analyzing people just by looking into their eyes, she could quickly read when an ugly situation was about to turn volatile. Doris was kept reasonably safe by the landlord and landlady, Mr. and Mrs. Murphy, which meant she could carry a concealed pistol. The Murphys, very short in stature with the thickest glasses covering their squinty eyes, were likely to quote scripture to teach a lesson and yet had no quarrels in disposing of several dead bodies during one nasty evening’s bloodshed. They loved Doris to pieces.
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The porcelain plates clashed the back door loudly when Mr. Phillips hurried into the dining room. The relieved couple watched with open gaze to see the treats beautifully presented on the dishes. 

“Here is your first course,” Mr. Phillips grandly proclaimed, now sweating rather profusely, gesturing to admire the carefully prepared yet mysterious seafood medley. “The first dish is fresh salt and pepper oysters accompanied by a dried fig and sesame cucumber garnish. The oysters were shucked less than two minutes ago. Enjoy!” 

Doris recognized the host taking a moment at this time to stare awkwardly and look for approval. 

“My goodness, it sounds lovely. I’ll go ahead,” she said to break the ice.  

A great sport, she took the shell lightly and allowed it to rest between her dark fingernails for a second, then swallowed the oyster. Her taste buds ignited at the sensation. Without hesitation, she tucked into the salad flaked next to the exotic morsels.

“This is just incredible. The flavours are so dominant. Excuse me,” she said, her mouth full. 

Mr. Phillips grinned and looked to Vincent, who followed suit. 

“My word, this is wonderful stuff.”

It was nearly as good as the whiskey.

Mr. Phillips could hardly contain himself. His whole body shook giddily as if ice cold. It would have alarmed the diners had they seen it. 

“Excellent! I am so happy. Please excuse me and I will make sure the main course is nearly ready. It shan’t take long.” 

He ventured off again.

Downstairs. 

Doris had been careful to observe Mr. Phillips leave the room just from a quick glance and noticed the echo. This place had another level like the proprietor’s own personality. She sat silent, her plate bare. 

“Whatever the main course is I’d say we are both in for a treat. This first course was exquisite,” Vincent said.

Doris’ hunger was eased ever so slightly but not enough to prevent a hearty anticipation over the main course. Vincent was correct in his assessment of the appetizer. He enjoyed his salad while Doris sat cordially baring concerns on the tip of her tongue; it had everything to do with their eventual destination out of the weather. 

“Vincent, I want to talk to you about this meeting at my publisher’s.”

“What about it?” Vincent asked. His eyes never moved from the plate. 

“If all goes well with this meeting with Mr. Grant, do you know what my next step would be?”

“I remember. You still want to move away to Toronto,” Vincent said with sobriety; it was fresh in his mind. “What more is there to say? You want to move, and I do not blame you. You feel this is a chance to become a successful novelist who will wine and dine with the literature greats in a bigger jungle, and that’s fine.”

Doris knew Vincent was stubborn, but to pretend he was fine with her moving away was an insult to her perception. Vincent did not mention it this time, but in a previous moment of bitter debate at home Vincent had volunteered to stay in St. John’s while Doris go alone to her publisher’s retreat this very night. Doris had collated a great source of writing inspiration from her time at Farrell’s, all buried secrets among hoodlums and felons, murderers, and cutthroats. The oldest city in North America would forever remind her of her previous life buried in bloody history. She wanted a fresh start, to take advantage of publicity tours, seek new inspiration, meet new people. But she was also selfless enough to want the same for her husband. 
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Vincent Sullivan was the youngest of thirteen children. Unlucky for him. Born into a wealthy policeman’s family, his mother died of pneumonia when he was only six. The tragedy hit him hard. His father never cared for him growing up; he was different from the rest of his siblings. During his teenage years especially, Vincent felt a deep-rooted anxiety shift inside him. He tried to keep his feelings a secret, and he did so well since his father could barely make eye contact with him during the day. Eventually, the subject of marriage came up in discussion between he and his father. 

“When are you going to man up and find yourself a wife?”

This was to be the regular interrogation that drove Vincent to drink. So much pent-up frustration Vincent felt he simply could not bring to his father’s attention for fear of consequences. The options were clear. Explain to his strict God-fearing disciplinarian father that he was not interested in marriage or members of the opposite sex? Or hope the downtown pubs could provide enough liquid suppression to crush the shame he felt his entire life? The latter seemed easier. 
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“Doris, if you want to move to Toronto, I’m not stopping you,” Vincent offered stubbornly. “Just don’t think I’m going to give up a steady job and throw myself into a new environment like that. I’m not as brave as you and I certainly can’t write like you.” 

“I’ll bet you could write anything you put your mind to,” she replied supportively.

“On the contrary, I tried my hand at writing once before. I wrote a piece of correspondence once detailing the personal struggles of a young man. It received a poor review. The critic called it a waste of his time, my time, and everybody’s time.”

“Why, that’s horrible. Who in the world would give you a review like that?”

“My father,” Vincent said with a repressed anger before his eyes drifted to the Poseidon painting. Again, Doris could empathise. 

CLANK

Two piping hot plates recklessly made their place onto the table. 

“I present to you the main course! Any more drinks? Another wine, Mrs. Sullivan?” Mr. Phillips barked. 

Doris graciously accepted the offer and held the pretense that she was perfectly fine with Mr. Phillips’ unusual mannerisms, despite noticing him gawking at her uncomfortably. He poured the wine with that same giddiness as before. Still, Doris’ attention was focused on the next round of delicacies: an oddly colorful mashed potato concoction with a small pie. The aroma that emanated sang a delightful tune inside her, while echoes of a demonic London barber came to mind. 

“You appeared to enjoy the starter. Now I ask that you taste this one first before I tell you what it is!” Mr. Phillips insisted. 

Doris held her expression but laughed somewhat nervously. The little horror story was already playing out in her mind like a theatrical piece. Poison pies? Perhaps pies made using the corpses of some unlucky previous guests? It felt a bit extreme, but then Doris’ life had never been straightforward.
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Farrell’s Tavern was about to close one foggy Saturday evening. The smell of saltwater from the harbor piqued the air. During that week, Doris had held her pistol closer than normal. She believed she was being stalked. At first glance the person appeared to be within a crew of regulars, but his glare cut through the seams of everybody in the bar. An oily brown jacket, a scarf wrapped around his face, and a tattered seal-skin hat painted a most grim picture. His eyes never blinked. They just watched Doris’ every move. 

Doris had dealt strongly with all sorts of controvertible people. She had been spat at, punched, kicked, and grabbed more times than anybody had in their right mind could imagine. The indescribable dirt of men’s hands had become so familiarly dug into her skin that the scolding hot water of many washes could not rinse the feeling from her. She was as tough as cowhide leather, but this unknown patron terrified her. 

Saturday evening before closing, with one lonely patron tucked away in the corner finishing his fifth glass of whiskey, the door swung open. At the entrance, a set of piercing eyes watched Doris as she picked up glasses with her back turned. A gloved hand holding a fishing blade moved toward her with intent. Whether it was an act of bravery brought on by festering anger, frustration, or old-fashioned Dutch courage, the lonely patron saw the blade glimmer in the lamplight and decided to intervene. 

Doris startled when she heard the struggle and turned around quickly. Chairs thudded on the floor as the two men wrestled. Doris took a step back and saw those familiar burning eyes look to her. With the lonely patron shoved to the ground, this devil was free to carry out whatever ghastly scene he had in mind. 

“He has a knife!” a slurred voice from the floor called out.

She was fast. A swift hand to her hidden holster and it was all over. She shot him dead right there on the spot. The patron looked on, his eyes blurry as he tried to make sense of everything.

“Thank you,” Doris said with her stony expression but with relief too.

The patron lay slumped on the floor, not in any hurry to get up and probably too drunk to assemble the strength. He heard her voice ask:

“Who are you?”

“Sullivan,” he replied. “And you are?”

––––––––
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Vincent looked down at the meal upon his plate so lavishly put. His sense of smell was invigorated by the pie. 

“I’ll go first this time, Doris. You really have me intrigued now, Mr. Phillips. Pie and mash is a favourite dish of mine.”

Mr. Phillips watched on with relish to near arousal in his expression. Vincent sank a fork into the delicate pastry and scooped a portion of the hot substance inside. It looked like nothing familiar, and Mr. Phillips salivated as he watched. Vincent took a mouthful and posted an interested expression. 

“My word, this is incredible.”

Doris followed suit and received the same splendor. 

“Absolutely the best pie I’ve ever tasted.” She continued to dig in. 

Mr. Phillips, practically giggling with a stale aroma off-putting to most, could not wait to inform them of what they were feasting on.

“What you’re dining on this very moment is a roasted seal and octopus tentacle puff pastry pie served with a jellyfish and basil mashed potato.”

Both wife and husband stopped at the news. A look of repulsion from Vincent. A look of intrigue from Doris.

“I didn’t know you could even eat those creatures?” Vincent mused.

“It’s a far cry away from mutton and carrots,” Doris said. 

“Everything in the sea is edible as long as you have the correct tools and recipes to prepare it. We are proud to bring the very best of both here,” Mr. Phillips exclaimed. 

There it was. That we. Doris was pleased that Mr. Phillips had confirmed her suspicions for he meant he was not alone in this establishment. Whether an open admission or a slip of the tongue, she was keen to continue her dig for more information related to the silent partner of the Shipwreck Hideaway. 

“Your Chef knows a great deal about seafood then?” she asked pleasantly. 

Mr. Phillips’ expression had turned from pride to the look of a toddler caught with their hands in the candy jar. It appeared to Doris that he had indeed been caught out. 

“Yes. If you will excuse me, Mrs. Sullivan, I must see if they need any help with the dessert.”

Mr. Phillips shot her with a scornful expression on the way out. His eyes burned like ice. The light draft from his very loose clothes along with the strong scent gave her goosebumps. The door squeaked loudly and exacerbated the sinking feeling Doris felt, that she had seen eyes like that before. Vincent was quick to pick up on her discomfort this time. 

“My dear, whatever is the matter?” 

Doris stared into nothingness until her eyes diverted to the mermaid painting once more. Vincent had grown used to her poker face over the years. So much so he knew when she appeared lost. 

“I’m sorry?” she asked. 

“What ever is the matter? You look as though you saw the Titanic sink. You know it might be the first time your face has changed expression this whole evening.”

“He just gave me a look, that’s all. It seems silly but it frightened me.” 

“How so?”

“The way Mr. Phillips looked at me reminded me of the man from the tavern.”

Vincent knew the uncertainty in her voice. She was no longer comfortable here. Her fork eased off the rest of her meal and her hunger had given way to a bout of mild post-trauma. To an onlooker she just looked perfectly normal, but her husband knew the difference. They had both cemented a full marriage built on trust, loyalty, and ardent friendship. Vincent knew her well enough to know she had a devil resurface in her mind. 

“It’s perfectly normal to still feel things. I wished I’d have killed him myself. It would have spared you the endless grief of what you had to do.” 

Vincent’s words were true, and they were a comfort to her. Just him being there made things a little easier. Their complex puzzle of a marriage was one that only they understood. Doris had no interest in personal displays of affection or the goings on behind closed doors. She knew this early on in her life. It wasn’t just the being surrounded by men her entire working life ogling and objectifying her. That moment had firmly shut the door on any attempt at her, in the words of her mother, “being normal.”

“Vincent, if you were not there that evening, I would not be sharing this feast with you.” 

“At the very least I wouldn’t be driving through thick mud and rain. And if it is any consolation, I don’t believe Mr. Phillips to be the Devil. Just a very strange man with a great chef helping him in the basement.”

The basement, he said. 

Doris admired this observation on the part of her best friend. The couple now actively listened for the door and were careful to chatter in delicate whispers. 

“What kind of company was he expecting? Who is the chef?” he asked her. 

“A wanted criminal?” Doris suggested.

“That makes more sense than what I had in mind.”

“What did you make of it?”

“Vampires,” Vincent said theatrically. 

“You fool,” Doris laughed, her deadpan expression finally broken.

“He does look a tad like Varney the Vampire, doesn’t he?”

Doris had yearned for this kind of banter. Ever since the discussion of moving away, Vincent was clearly put out. It was a joy to share time with him, despite the strange locale. 

“I’m just glad we didn’t assume a murder plot involving poisoning or we’d definitely be in for it,” Vincent said. 

“It would be a shame to leave our fat old cadavers slumped here on the table,” Doris smiled. 

CRASH.

Both jumped at the noise from behind the door. It was loud enough to wake the dead, all broken pottery and heavy cutlery. Both anticipated the door to swing open any second until finally Mr. Phillips barged in, his head covered in an oily dripping resembling a thick sweat, with an incensed rage about him.

“I’m afraid the final course is off!” 

Spit flew from his blistered lips. He clutched onto his arm, his spindly fingers wrapped around it like snakes. Doris saw the blood right away. 

“Mr. Phillips, your arm?” 

He looked down and wore a distressed tone as well as many other mixed emotions. The blood was dripping loudly on the floor; each droplet seemed to thud against the dusty old wood. 

“Nasty. How very nasty,” he said too calmly. 

“Are you certain everything is all right?” Doris asked.

“Just a minor accident with some cutlery. I feel rather embarrassed, but you both must leave right now. I’m closing up for the night.”

Vincent’s eyes focused firmly on their coats and the front door. A small galivant to their car and they would be right on the final stretch of their journey. Vincent fetched from his pocket a black leather wallet and flicked out a bill which he offered to Mr. Phillips. 

“Please might you kindly pass this along. Tonight’s offerings were most exceptional.” 

“Yes. Your culinary delights are worth writing about. Take care, Mr. Phillips,” Doris said. 

Mr. Phillips’ indignant demeanor appeared happily relieved. 

“You are both too kind. On behalf of the Shipwreck Hideaway, your custom is dearly appreciated. I hope the light guides you well to your destination this evening!” 

Vincent held the weighty door open. The rain rushed in from the high wind. Both left urgently with their faces down to block out the elements. 
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Vincent allowed his fingers to rest on the steering wheel for one moment. Doris saw he was alleviated to get out of there. Never a fan of new experiences, she realized he would add this to his list of reasons not to listen to her. If they were to remain together of course. She knew he would not be pleased with her next suggestion. 

“I say we go back inside and check out that basement.” 

Right then, in Vincent’s eyes, Doris was damn near shocked by what she saw—gameness.

“Normally I’d say you were quite mad; however, you are certain about this?”

“I’m telling you, Vincent, if Mr. Phillips was hiding somebody downstairs my intuition is telling me he might have murdered them just now,” she said, both eyes locked on the dark building.

“Shan’t we fetch the police?”

“No. I know the whole incident will be long cleaned up by then. Any evidence will have been destroyed.”

Vincent trusted Doris was correct. God knows how many cleanups Doris had been personally involved with.  

“Do you still have that pistol?” he asked. 

Doris reached inside the glovebox and took hold of her trusty firearm. Despite leaving her old past behind her, she felt safer with it. Old habits die hard. At least she had a chance to put something right here this evening.
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Vincent was quite bewildered that Mr. Phillips still had not locked the front door. His business downstairs was clearly eating up his time. Doris coolly followed with her weapon hidden but ready to take on all comers if necessary. The dining room hadn’t been touched and their half-eaten main course was still fresh on the table. The door to the basement lay open by a crack. No noise, no shouting. It was time to act.

A wide stone stairway presented itself behind the small wooden backdoor. It was cold, very much like a castle in a gothic horror picture, lit by the oscillation of several flame sconces bouncing in the draft. There was a small landing with a large oak door at the bottom. They gently walked down, their footsteps so tender only a bat would hear them. There was shouting coming from inside the room and a small crack in the splintered door gave a small viewing window. Vincent leaned in.

With limited view, he saw some old pots and pans, cutlery, and an old pot-boiler stove with a bent chimney. The shadows on the wall presented what looked like two persons. Vincent heard a door open from within and then slam shut again. The battering rain and howling winds outside practically screamed.

“I believe they just left,” Vincent whispered.

“They? If either one sees the car parked outside, they’ll be looking for us next,” Doris replied.

“I’m going to check it out,” Vincent said. “You take the gun and just aim it through this split and make sure nothing happens to me. I shan’t be too long, and you’re a much better shot than I am.” 

Vincent barely gave time to argue. He knew she would volunteer to do the same and he could not allow that. She was the better shot, and this was something he knew he had to do. Vincent slipped in neatly through the door, no going back. Doris was at a loss for words. She just set up her position and held the grip tightly, a watchful eye kept over proceedings. She had the same limited view of the room and prayed Vincent would not leave her line of sight. 

“My word,” Vincent said to himself. 

Inside this oversized room was a tidal pool sweeping right underneath the building. Anything from the ocean next to the building’s backbone could come right in like a boathouse. A large table with kitchen utensils and two plates was positioned at the pool’s edge. Vincent noticed the plates, and then a shift in the water. A shape moved in the pool. 

SPLASH.

A thunderous rush tore up from the murky void. Vincent regained his senses just enough to duck and hide behind a table as a large figure emerged from the pool. A ferocious humanoid covered in slick brown scales and webbing, devoid of human characteristics with apparent arms shackled in rusty chains.

Vincent, still with a belly full of rich seafood but more importantly grit, peaked out to see what the thing was doing. He saw its slimy fingers place a handful of tiny molluscs on the two plates and faultlessly prepare them. A nauseated feeling came over Vincent when he concluded that this was the chef. 

Mr. Phillips stormed in through the outside door soaked to the bone, his clothes flushed with rainwater and blood. Vincent’s heart pumped mercilessly, but he kept himself hidden.

“It was foolish of me to think that this would be a good idea! If it weren’t for me, you would have been exploited across the world in some carnival sideshow by now! And you repay me with my own blood, biting the very hand that feeds you?! You’ve left me little choice but to do away with you completely!” 

Across the room Mr. Phillips grabbed a hefty meat cleaver from a butcher’s block. The creature kept its eyes curiously on him before it saw the blade then expeditiously retreated into the black water below.

“Stay down there, my beauty! You will have to pop up for air soon enough,” Mr. Phillips said with a vainglorious air. 

He admired the ardent design of the metal cutter—even more so the shine that offered reflection on prying eyes spying on him in the room.

“You can come up for air now too, Mr. Sullivan,” he said.

Vincent sprang to his feet and kept focus on the blade. His befuddlement at the situation had taken a backseat to the immediate danger he faced. His peripheral vision tried to spot the portion of the room where Doris might have a clear shot. Mr. Phillips with all the attentiveness of a hawk paced over to block his exit to the door.

“Stand still, Mr. Sullivan.” 

“I will do whatever you say. You’re
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