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      I have always been drawn to strange things. The weird, the surreal, and the uncanny have long held a comforting appeal. The surreal, to me, is not a distortion of reality; it’s an expansion of it. It’s the moment we realize the boundaries around what’s real, of what we know as true are thin, and sometimes completely imaginary. 

      Stories are how we make sense of everything, including the unknowable, the irrational, and the surreal. The stories gathered here are magical, but they do not belong to the realm of fantasy. They are not dreams or nightmares. They are not made-up worlds filled with fantastical creatures. They are about real people in the real world who encounter the strange shadows that follow all of us and live quietly alongside our ordinary.

      

      These stories come from places that logic can’t map: the emotional, mythic, psychological territories of being human. I think of them as psychological surrealism. They are rooted in the mind’s landscapes, growing from the soil of feeling, creativity, archetype, and memory.

      If you’ve ever walked through your own life and suddenly felt like you were in a dream, or if you’ve ever stared at a familiar room or face and felt something was just off somehow; if you’ve ever had déjà vu, if you’ve ever had a dream come true; if you’ve ever experienced synchronicity, or looked around at the ordinary and noticed how weird life actually is, then you’ve already visited the world these stories inhabit. These are the places where the psyche meets the physical, where myth bleeds into suburbia, where the numinous hides in a supermarket aisle, and where the glow of a phone screen becomes a light from the underworld. It’s the place where the strange feels not foreign, but familiar.

      The title Familiar Shadows of the Strange came from that paradox. The strange does not arrive from elsewhere; it rises from within. It’s the parts of ourselves we’ve tucked away because they don’t make sense, or because they make too much sense. It’s the dream logic we live by without knowing it. The shadows that walk beside us are not always ominous. Sometimes they are simply the weird parts of us waiting to come back to the surface.

      I write (and sometimes live) on that threshold. I’m not trying to explain the strange, but to sit with it and see what it might teach me, and what fun I can find in its shadows.

      So, read these stories slowly. Let them seep in. Some will ask more questions than they answer. Some may echo in you long after they end. Some might comfort; others might unnerve. All of them, I hope, will make you look again at what you think you know about memory, about art, about nature, about grief and love, and about yourself.

      We live in an age that wants predictable clarity, control, and closure. The strange offers none of these. But it does offer wonder, awe, magic, and curiosity. And that is what saves us.

      Welcome to the familiar shadows.

      
        
        Kate
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            UNTITLED BY ANONYMOUS

          

        

      

    

    
      The doctor tapped the end of the pen against her front teeth in that way that she always did when she was thinking. She looked through him. The sound of metal on tooth made Abel’s own teeth hurt. She hadn’t said anything for a long time. He was nervous.

      He didn’t want to be here, but his other doctor said it might help him deal with the stress.

      “Try something creative,” she eventually said.

      “Creative.”

      “Like drawing or music, painting or writing. Try to tap into whatever’s inside of you.” She grinned. Her huge teeth were like tiles — smooth, white and almost square. It was threatening. He didn’t like her.

      The office was cold and made him feel wrong. A painting hung behind her desk — a large round smear of glossy black on a white background — that hung too far to the left. It reminded him of an eye peering out of blankness, and it saw nothing when it looked at him. A slip of white card was tucked in the corner of the frame; "Untitled by Anonymous." He liked the painting as much as the rest of it. Too much white. All too much. It made him feel dirty.

      
      Abel went home to the house that used to be his mother’s. It was a rich, tall thing on one of the best streets. He had spent his childhood there, hiding in corners, too afraid to move for fear of making a mess.

      He had gradually picked his way through her belongings, sorting out what he didn’t want or need. He didn’t have many of his own things to replace them with, and on some nights this bothered him. The house smelled of her death, stale and lonely. He did not want to live there, but he had no choice. He tried to think of it as a blessing or luck. No mother’s death should ever be either.

      He was sure he didn’t have a creative cell in his body, but if it would get rid of this twisted knot inside of him, then he would give it a shot. He bought a cheap second-hand guitar. His thick sausage fingers ambled their way around the frets and strings, and in the echoes and vibrations, he struggled and felt pointless. He bought drawing pads, pencils, pastels, and watercolors. Without a sense of art or image, he made a brown mess on the paper and felt like an idiot child. Nothing was working. The knot still writhed inside him, deep and untapped.

      
      “Stick with it,” she said. “The process is the purpose. Find a fresh perspective. Throw it away when you’re finished, burn it, melt it down. It doesn’t matter.”

      He said nothing. The eye on the wall behind her continued to look without seeing him, now less than perfectly round, but only by enough that he couldn’t be sure that it hadn’t always been like that. He tried not to stare back at it.

      
      Abel sat down at the old typewriter that used to be his mother’s. The keys were like bared teeth, hard plastic, yellowed with age. The little silver and black oiled hammers lined up ready to bash out of him whatever was inside. He aligned his fingers on the keys as though he knew what he was doing and began to type.

      
      Once there was a man named

      
      Abel paused.

      
      Bale. He lived all alone in a house that used to be his mother’s and a life that used to be hers too. Bale’s mother had died in much the same way he expected to meet his own end, sick and alone. Two weeks before the death of his mother, Bale’s wife left him. Not for another man, not for anything he had done or could understand. Bale’s wife just didn’t like him anymore, and Bale didn’t blame her.

      
      Abel stopped typing. Lines of gray letters pressed into the smooth white paper stared back at him. This was not creative. He pulled the page from the roller, and it tore. He enjoyed the sound.

      
      “Try to use some inspiration,” the doctor said the following day. “Choose three words and write a story that connects them together. It doesn’t have to be literature, it just has to be.” Abel hoped her tooth would break at the next tap of the pen. The black eye continued to stare.

      When he got home, he took a fresh page and a pencil discarded from his attempt at drawing and wrote three words:

      
      Blank

      Untitled

      Anonymous

      
      He folded the paper in quarters and shoved it deep inside his jacket pocket. His stomach had that feeling again.

      Huddled against the chill, Abel walked the three blocks from the house that used to be his mother’s to a café. He wasn’t particularly hungry; it was more something for him to do that might ease the churning in his belly. As he reached the door of the restaurant, Abel stepped aside to let another man out.

      “Terribly sorry,” the other man said, and kept walking.

      Abel felt a shimmer of recognition and turned for another look. The other man wore a black coat and a red scarf identical to those that Abel himself was wearing. Abel stood and watched him walk in the direction he had just come from. Matching jeans, matching brown shoes, matching build, matching height, matching hair. Everything was the same except the other man’s clothes looked newer, crisper, and cleaner than the ones Abel wore, and he walked with a confident stride, his chest held up with a determination Abel had never felt. He seemed important.

      Hunched in his worn clothes, Abel followed the other man back toward the house, shuffling along with worn shoes, his stomach churning. When he reached the house, Abel watched with paralyzing astonishment as the other man walked straight up the path, unlocked the door, and went inside, latching the door behind him.

      Abel ran to the front door. “Hey! Stop!” he called. He fumbled with his own set of keys and dropped them into the roses, cursing out loud.

      The front door opened, and the other man peered out. “Who are you? What are you doing in my flower bed?” he demanded.

      Abel, still scrabbling in the dirt, looked up at the other man, and all time and motion stopped as he looked into his own face. It was not his exact face; this version was cleaner, younger, smoother, less drawn about the mouth, and not as dark around the eyes. It was a better face.

      “Well?” the other man said.

      “I think I have the wrong… I mean, I think you have the wrong…”

      “I think you have the wrong house. Now get out of here before I call the police,” he said, and slammed the door in his own tired face that he clearly didn’t recognize.

      Abel heard music. The melody seemed to come from the trees and the clouds. It was the same song he had stuck in his head when he had first met his wife all those years ago, some pop thing that had been popular at the time and never thought of since. But now he heard it again, all those years later, standing on the footpath outside the house that used to be his mother’s that was now occupied by another man he was not sure was not himself.

      The daylight faded, and the street lamps flickered on. He did not notice the day was ending. He did not notice the grumbles in his belly, and he did not notice the ache in his feet for having stood in the same spot for so long. He did not notice the delicious cooking smells coming out of the house he should have been in. All he noticed was the music coming from nowhere.

      A warm yellow light clicked on from the front room, and Abel heard the faint tapping of his mother’s typewriter hammering paper. He crept to the front window and, standing in the roses, peered through the small gap between the curtains. The other man sat straight-backed, typing at a furious pace and smiling at the paper. A stack of typed pages rested beside the typewriter. Abel pressed his face and hands against the window and a greasy smear of sweat smudged across the glass as he watched the other man write his own version of Abel’s story while his own version remained a creased page of three words shoved into the pocket of his threadbare coat. The song was still coming from nowhere, not the whole song, just the melody. There were no words.

      
      “Feeling better?” the doctor asked.

      “Yes, much. About a lot of things.” He had told her he had been sick. It was not a lie; he really had been sick. Standing outside, across the
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