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Welcome to Fogger’s Notch
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Fogger’s Notch is the brainchild of six authors with nothing better to do that make up stories. We collectively created this small town nestled in a valley in the Berkshire Mountains of Massachusetts and then each of us wrote stories about its residents. For a quiet summer resort, it’s surprisingly active. You’ll find past and future, romance and murder, magic and horror. And in all tales, you’ll see the mayor, Ms. Felicity Fogg, descendant of the founding father, Cornelius Fogg, make an appearance. She wanders through all the stories, usually carrying a cup of Dunkin’s coffee. Pay attention. It will surprise you where she shows up.
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The Earwax Queen
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By Maria Korolov

––––––––
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Fogger’s Notch. September, 2025

––––––––
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Dr. Chiara Thornfield looked up from her computer as the nurse poked her head through the doorway, and quickly closed the Instagram tab. She was just going to check the day’s calendar, but somehow got sidetracked to Instagram, where her feed was full of earwax photos and videos.

“Your next patient is ready.” 

“Amanda Palmer, right? That woman is addicted to Q-tips.” Q-tips were probably responsible for half her business. She should send the company a thank-you note, Chiara thought.

The nurse lowered her voice.” You know, you should stand up for yourself,” she said. “You're getting stuck with all the earwax extractions again. Did you know that the patients call you the Ear Wax Queen of Fogger’s Notch?”

Chiara grimaced. 

“Maybe it’s a compliment,” the nurse said. “You know, because your hands are so steady.”

“Yeah, right.” Chiara was embarrassed. Did the patients suspect how much she loved ear wax? She thought she’d kept it a secret. 

* * *
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“Mrs. Palmer, has it already been a year?” Chiara put on a pair of gloves and pulled over a little wheeled table with her tray of tools. “How are your ears feeling?”

“My grandchildren are doing just wonderfully,” Mrs. Palmer said. “I’ve got some pictures...” She fumbled with an oversized phone.

Chiara shook her head and leaned in closer. “I said, how are your ears?” She spoke slowly and loudly.

“Oh!” Mrs. Palmer said, and put away her phone. “They’re a little blocked and itchy. And my hearing isn’t as good.”

“Well, let’s take a quick look.” Chiara reached for her endoscope, which offered a good view of the interior of the ear canal and allowed her to create a video record of the extraction. She felt a little beat of anticipation, like opening a present on Christmas. 

“And you’ve stopped using cotton swabs?” she asked.

“Q-tips? I would never! I don’t even keep them in the house.”

“Good,” Chiara said. “They just push the wax down the ear canal and make things worse.”

“Absolutely.” Mrs. Palmer nodded vigorously, and Chiara had to pull back from her ear for a second.

“I’m going to use a little suction now to remove the wax,” she said. At first glance, the wax looked smooth and approachable. But appearances were deceiving. Instead of an easy-to-remove ball, the wax turned out to be more of a soft ball of fluff when she touched it with the suction tip. Cotton swab fluff coated in wax. There would be no way to get a suction grip on that, so she reached for the crocodile forceps.

It took a couple of tries to grab enough of the cotton to get a grip on it without pushing it further into the canal, and even then, the plug would only come out in small pieces. It took several minutes to get it out, a few strands of fluff at a time. Then, when she was through, she discovered yet another layer of wax pushed down right on top of the eardrum. This was more evidence of cotton swab use, if she needed any. Wax didn’t form this deep inside the canal. Someone shoved it all the way down. But it was compact enough that Chiara was able to switch back to the suction tip and pull it out in one piece.

“Oh, I can hear again!” Mrs. Palmer twisted around and looked at the paper towel. “What was that?” she asked.

“Cotton,” said Chiara. “It was blocking the ear canal, absorbing the wax, and blocking the natural movement of the skin layers.”

“That can’t be right,” said Mrs. Palmer. “I never use Q-tips. It must have fallen in by itself.”

“Uh huh.”

“Maybe while I was asleep,” Mrs. Palmer said.

“Uh huh.”

“Maybe someone broke into my house...”

“Why don’t we schedule a follow-up appointment in six months,” Chiara said. “We don't want it to get this bad again.”

“I just have an unusually high amount of earwax production,” Mrs. Palmer insisted. “Maybe it attracts lint.”

Chiara’s next patient was Hilbert Hollingsworth. His ear canals were narrow and hairy, and his wax was always both sticky and crumbly at the same time. She would need all her tools to get it out.

“Good morning, Mr. Hollingsworth,” she said as he settled into the chair.

She'd been looking forward to this extraction all week. Some people had their favorite television shows. She had her favorite earwax patients.

***
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She went into the break room at noon to grab her sandwich from the staff fridge, just in time to catch the tail end of a sales presentation. 

“Wireless charging, liquid reservoir automatically heated to body temperature, and self-guided operation of the tip. FDA certified for safety.” The sales rep held up a device shaped somewhat like an electric toothbrush in one hand and a phone in the other. The phone’s screen showed a camera feed from the device tip. “Real-time visualization with AI guidance. The app analyzes what it sees and automatically guides the extraction tip. The built-in pressure sensor is ten times more accurate than a doctor’s touch.”

“And you say this is safe enough for individual users at home?” asked their nurse.

“More to the point, how does this benefit our clinic?” asked Chiara’s boss.

“You will receive a portion of all device sales and refills,” said the sales rep. “Plus, the app will remind patients about visits and recommend specific services, and even products, that you have available. The app comes pre-configured with all your clinic information at the time of delivery, and you can update it at any time via our web interface. You will be able to develop a deeper relationship with your patients, have a new revenue stream, and cut back on the time-consuming and unprofitable ear wax extractions while focusing on higher-value diagnostics and hearing aid sales.”

The boss leaned back, his arms crossed. “Hmm,” he said. 

He didn’t sound enthused about the product. Of course, the clinic wouldn’t eliminate ear wax extractions, she thought. You couldn’t replace the human touch.

“Why don’t we set up a small trial so you can test it out?” asked the sales rep.

The boss shook his head. “Not yet,” he said. “We’re talking to two other vendors. We’ll make a decision at the end of the week.”

The nurses scooted over closer to Chiara. “Isn’t that great?” she asked. “You’ll never have to do these nasty extractions again!”

Chiara felt like she had just watched a funeral. Her own funeral. “This would completely change my job,” she said, and forced herself to smile. Then she pulled out her phone and, holding it in her lap, out of everyone else’s view, she texted her best friend: “I have to find a new job!!! Meet tonight?”

***
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“You’re so close to making partner,” Brenden told Chiara. “What happened? Why did they fire you?”

The two of them were sitting at the tiny bar in the best—and only—microbrewery in Fogger’s Notch. 

“I didn’t get fired,” Chiara told him. “We had a sales rep come in today with a device that would eliminate in-office ear extractions.”

“Congratulations!” Brenden said. “You complain about those every time I see you. I kept telling you that you should speak up for yourself. Wait, is that what happened? Did you speak up for yourself, and the partners got mad? Maybe this could be your chance to move down to the shore and open your own practice. You could look out over the ocean...”

That did sound nice. Maybe Brenden could have his dental practice there, too, and they could go out and get seafood chowder at lunch and watch the tourists. Not that it would ever happen.

She waved her hand. “I’m not getting fired—but my job is going away.”

Brenden grimaced sympathetically.

“There’s a new ear wax removal device on the market and it’s already good enough for FDA approval,” Chiara said. “I don’t know how well it works yet, but you know how these things are—they just keep getting better.”

“So? You guys do a lot more than ear wax.”

“Well, you know how you were saying that the dental profession was going to change because they’re soon going to be able to regrow teeth using stem cells?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Probably in less than five years. That’s why I’m going back to school to study genetic therapy.” He paused. “Are they growing new eardrums?”

“They’re growing new everything. The tympanic membrane, the malleus, the cochlear nerves...” she paused to take a breath. “It’s only a matter of time before we have FDA approval. And they’re using genetic therapy to cure Usher Syndrome, Pendred syndrome, mutations in the GJB2 gene... The ear wax removal is just the first step.” The most important step, she thought to herself, but didn’t say it out loud. “But then all the other new therapies will start coming along. I’m guessing we might have as little as five years left before the profession becomes completely unrecognizable.” She paused. “And the job market will be insane. We’ll have all these audiologists out there competing for fewer and fewer jobs.”

“That’s true for all jobs,” said Brenden. “You know, because of AI and everything. Maybe we’ll get universal basic income and we can all retire.”

“I’m too young to retire,” said Chiara. “And what would I do all day? Sit around at the senior center and play bridge? Complain about how my nieces and nephews never visit?”

“Your student loans are paid off,” Brenden said. “You don’t have any kids. You could literally do anything you wanted. You could become a landscape designer. Or a closet organizer. Hey, the community college is having the grand opening tomorrow of their Old Toy Factory location. They finally opened it. My boyfriend is going to take a pottery course there. Come with me. You’ll meet him, and you’ll see what classes they have. You can find your new career.”

Chiara didn’t need a community college pottery course. She had a bachelor’s from Harvard and a doctorate in audiology from Boston University, the best program in the state.

“I have an ulterior motive for making you go,” Brenden added. “First, you’ll get to meet my new boyfriend. Second, after seeing what the local educational system has to offer, you might want to go to the New England BioTech Innovation Summit in Cambridge next weekend with me.”

“I hate driving to Boston.”

“We’ll take my car. I’m telling you, genetic research is the way to go.”

***
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“Welcome to the Fogger’s Notch campus of the Regional Community College!” Felicity Fogg, the town’s new mayor, waved her arms as the cameras snapped, a Dunkin’ Donuts coffee cup in one of her hands. 

For a second, Chiara felt anxious but the lid stayed on and the coffee didn’t spill.

There were two reporters taking pictures, one from the local free weekly and one who’d come all the way out from the Boston suburbs for the event, and looked mildly annoyed about it. Chiara sympathized. Fogger’s Notch was not exactly a bustling metropolis, and had only recently gotten its own supermarket and a traffic light. 

Felicity said a few words, then stepped aside to let the college president take a turn at the top of the steps. She said something about preparing students for the bright future that awaited them.

“Aren’t they doing adult extension classes here in the evenings?” Chiara whispered. “Macrame and stuff?”

“Maybe with AI, hand-made macrame is going to be the hot new career,” Brenden whispered back.

Then everyone was allowed in and handed information packets about the college’s offerings. Most were at the main campus, but yes, there was, in fact, a macrame class that was going to be held here at the Old Toy Factory. Also, a pottery class, a theater class, a digital photography class, and a course on how to use a smartphone to apply for jobs. Cutting-edge stuff.

Chiara flipped through to the evening’s selection. The college had renovated part of an old wing of the factory to serve as classrooms, and today, she could get a taste of pottery, an introduction to small engine repair, and a presentation about the nursing program at the main campus.

“I bet the tech conference in Boston is looking better and better every minute,” Brenden told her. 

They stepped aside to let a group of senior citizens walk past when one of them recognized her and stopped.

“That’s Dr. Thornfield!” the old woman squealed. 

“Mrs. Palmer! You’re looking good!” Chiara said.

“And feeling great,” said Mrs. Palmer. “You’re a miracle worker.” Mrs. Palmer turned to the other women with her. “That’s who I was telling you about. Dr. Thornfield is the queen of ear wax. She has the steadiest hands in all of Fogger’s Notch.”

Chiara forced herself to smile. “I’m an audiologist,” she told the group. “We primarily do hearing tests and fit people for hearing aids.” She passed out business cards. “I hope to see you all soon, so that we can make sure your ears are all perfectly healthy and stay that way!”

She glanced over at Brenden, and he took the hint, said that the pottery presentation was about to start, and pulled her away.

***
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Chiara stared at the lump of clay that had been, before she got her hands on it, a nearly-perfect vase.

Everyone got five minutes at the wheel, and now all the other attendees were looking at her like she’d kicked a puppy.

“Don't worry about making it perfect,” said the pottery instructor. “We’re not here to throw a perfect pot. We’re here so you get a chance to feel the clay with your own hands. Don’t try to be precise. Just let yourself feel the energy. What does the clay want to be?”

Chiara didn’t know what the clay wanted to be. It wasn’t telling her anything. She let it wobble under her hands for a few more turns of the wheel.

“There you go, perfect!” said the instructor. 

Chiara looked at the misshapen ball of clay between her hands. In whose universe was this perfect? She stepped back and let the next person take a turn. 

The woman, who looked to be in her fifties, with short graying hair, quickly centered the clay.

“You seem to know what you're doing,” Chiara said.

“I've been taking the pottery class for three weeks now,” the woman said.

“Then why are you at the open house?”

“To see what else they've got.” The clay took on the shape of a small bowl. “I'm trying to figure out what I want to do with the rest of my life. I’ve spent thirty years doing taxes, and now AI is taking over everything. My kids are grown. I want to try something new. In the spring, I took the intro to welding class. I don’t know what I’m doing next after pottery. Maybe small engine repair.” The woman stepped back from the clay and looked up at Chiara. “I like working with my hands.”

“I guess I do, too,” Chiara said.

“What do you do?”

“I’m an audiologist.” 

“Oh! My mother needs her ears cleaned constantly. She's always complaining that her new doctor just uses a machine and rushes through it. She misses her old audiologist, who really took time with her.”

“My wife says the same thing about her dentist's new equipment,” said a man drying off his hands at the sink. “All these machines make everything faster, but not better. Sometimes you want a person who cares about you.”

That’s what people always said, Chiara thought. But in practice, they picked the fastest, cheapest option every time.

“They used to have someone come in once a month at the senior center to look at people’s ears,” the accountant said. “But that person left, and now they don’t have anybody. Do you know anyone who could volunteer? It would really help the senior citizens.”

***
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That weekend, on the drive to Boston, she told Brenden about the conversation and the volunteer opportunity.

He laughed. “As if you’d want to look at ear wax for free!”

“Right!” Chiara said. “Who would ever want to do that? Only a crazy person!”

“Besides, if you move into research, you won’t have any time,” he added. “You’ll be at the cutting-edge of science, working with the latest technology. No more dealing with crazy patients all day.”

“You’re absolutely right,” Chiara said. “Did I tell you that patients call me the Ear Wax Queen of Fogger’s Notch? How crazy is that?”
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Curious
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By Marie LeClaire

––––––––
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It’s 8:00 am and I’m on my third day of desk duty. It’s boring. Punishingly boring, if you know what I mean. Not much happens here in Fogger’s Notch. Especially behind the desk. At least when I’m out on the street, I can entertain myself watching the local wildlife, if you get my drift. That’s where I usually am. This desk duty is punishment. Literally. It appears that there’s an unspoken rule here in the Notch not to tell the baby mayor that the coffee she drinks is swill and is taking away from local businesses. Apparently, her mayorness, Ms. Felicity Fogg, lobbied hard to get the new Dunkin’s for the town. How was I supposed to know?

I came here from Hartford two and a half years ago where I’d done most of my time on the streets, in law enforcement, that is. After I made lieutenant, only the third female to ever do so, I realized I’d maxed out my luck in the department. Every promotion after that went to a male colleague. I could have fought it, but, at this stage of the game for me, I’m just trying to get out alive. So, I took this job in the land of misfit toys, to wind down my career. And it’s been everything I expected. Quiet.

I was skimming the local paper when the call came over the radio. 

“All units! All units! George is on the loose. I repeat. George is loose again. Be on the lookout.” Officer Dakin sure had a flair for the dramatic. The Notch only had two units and Dakin was in one of them. 

I clicked the talk button on one of those old free-standing microphones. “Really, Dakin? It’s only you and Parquette out there today.”

“I know Lieutenant, ma’am,” came the reply. “But there’s a lot of people that monitor their scanners, an’ I think we need all hands on deck. You weren’t here the last time George got out. It was chaos!” 

I had to admit it was good thinking. “Smart move, Dakin. I’m sure we’ll start getting calls here shortly.”

So much for my quiet morning. Curious George was a capuchin monkey owned by one Mrs. Loretta Hargrove. And, as Dakin said, it wasn’t the first time he’d gotten loose. Last time it took three officers, two firefighters and the town vet, who is also the animal control officer, to corral George into the store room in the back of Today’s the Day Care. Here’s hoping we learned something from that. 

At least it wasn’t Godzilla, the chameleon. He was a real bitch to find. Mrs. Hargrove had been giving a talk about responsible pet ownership at the library when he slinked away. It wasn’t until little Tommy Butler started screaming bloody murder that we were able to snatch him out of the marigolds—Godzilla not Tommy—just outside the front door. He was full-on orange and green by then. Kind of impressive, if I were being honest. 

Then there was Chi-Chi the chinchilla. Nocturnal, don’t you know. It ended up in the closet of a ten-year-old girl who claimed it followed her home. Sure. 

Mrs. Hargrove had quite the menagerie but she was so loved by all that the town kept giving her breaks, seeing as she readily made restitution where needed.

The radio crackled. “Hey Lieutenant, I got Ms. Clara waving me down. It could be something.”

Clara is the minister at the First Church. She’s mostly Methodist with a sprinkling of wiccan and a lean towards Buddhism. We take what we can get. 

The radio crackled again with static. I can’t say I blame it. It’s as old as I am and I crackle a bit, too. 

“Sure enough, Lieutenant. We have our first sighting. Ms. Clara reports seeing him a few minutes ago with a donut in each hand. I asked her if it was Dunkin’s or the café’s. She said definitely the café. It looked fresh-baked. Possibly an apple cider or cinnamon caramel swirl.”

I clicked the mic. “Okay, Dakin. Head over to the Today’s the Day Café and see what’s up.”

“Roger.”

Here we go. I pulled out the box of tacks that look like dots and put the first green pin in the map at the site of the café. I turned my attention back to the paper—not for the informational value but to stave off the boredom. The front-page headline read Mysterious Dolls Found All Over Town. Reporters can make anything into a sensation. First of all, they weren’t found all over town. There were just three of them. Three. And it’s not that big a mystery, is it? The town was founded around the toy factory that made dolls! The damn things are everywhere. I’ll admit though, that if I let myself think about it long enough, it is a little creepy.

The phone started ringing. I might never get through the paper today.

“Lieutenant Bernstein here.” 

“Hey, Cheryl. It’s Leon here, from the senior center. How’s it going?

“It’s shaping up to be one of those peculiar days, if you know what I mean.”

“I do, indeed. We just had a little visitor. He ran through the breakfast line grabbing fruit as he went. Then headed straight out the front door.”

“All right, Lee. Good to know. Thanks for calling it in.”

“Sure thing. And can you send the medics? Mr. Wilson got too excited over the uproar and his ticker might be ticking a little too fast.”

“Sure thing. It’s on the way.”.

I hung up and pushed the red button for the ambulance, sending Danny on his first run of the day. I’m not that worried. Mr. Wilson is known for his hypochondriasis with a hint at litigation. Still, I gotta follow up. Then, I let Dakin know, just before I put the next pin in the map.

I can really pick ‘em. I thought for sure this job would be a lazy, daisy road to retirement. It turns out, for a small town, this place sees more than its share of crazy, not in that big city shoot ‘em up kinda way, but crazy, nonetheless. 

Like that Barbie Dream House on Flat Hill. Don’t blame me. I didn’t name it. Anyway, built by an overindulgent father who wanted to win his daughter away from his ex-wife. The thing is all kinds of pink. It was a real winner when the kid was three. Not so much now that she’s thirteen and every tourist in town drives by to stare at it. Whatever. Not my monkeys, not my circus. There’s the phone again and we’re back to monkeys.

“Lieutenant Bernstein.”

“Hi Lieutenant. It’s Brenda here from the town hall. We just saw George go by the window. He was dragging a shopping bag with a bunch of stuff in it and headed toward the library.”

“Thanks, Brenda. I’ll pass it along.”

I alerted Dakin and pushed another green pin in the map. 

I can sure pick ‘em, alright. I’ve been told by some that my picker is broken. They all point to my ex-husband as proof. I can’t disagree. It might not have been the best choice I ever made, but it wasn’t the worst. The worst, in my opinion was the choice of college majors. How far did I think Theme Park Management was going to get me? My first job was at Seven Flags, a rundown park in New Haven trying to outdo the popular franchise by one flag. I learned crowd control, crisis management, and how to deal with people doing incredibly stupid things in public. Surprisingly relevant skills for both Fogger’s Notch and monkey wrangling.

I say Seven Flags was my worst pick based on time and money. If we’re talking self-respect and judgment of others, then yeah, the marriage is probably worse. I met my ex in college when he was majoring in English with a minor in Competitive Crossword Puzzle Construction. It seemed like a good idea at the time. 

The radio crackled. “Lieutenant!” It was Dakin. “We need the ambulance at the corner of Toy Chest and Hopscotch. I think maybe George has had too much sugar or something but he just took a flying leap at the school crossing guard. She’s got a good scratch on her arm. Fortunately, the kids aren’t out yet. But they will be soon.”

“Got it. Help is on the way.” This got my attention. Our missing monkey just went from annoying problem to safety issue. I put another pin in the map. I needed to start taking this seriously. I studied the pins wondering if I could get ahead of him. There seemed to be an odd pattern that I couldn’t quite grasp. I got on the radio. 

“Hey. Any of you radio nerds out there available to help out? I need someone to pick up Loretta Hargrove and bring her down to the station. Call me on the land line. And no, I’m not going to arrest her.”

Serina, one of her neighbors, offered to bring her in. Ten minutes later, she walked through the door with Loretta, who was carrying a cage and a very small jacket. When I looked at the thing sideways, she explained that being out all day is bad for the little guy and he’d need it. 

“His body loses heat quickly,” she explained, almost in tears. “I’m so sorry about all this, but I’m really worried about him.”

“Of course you are, Loretta. We all are. Do you have any idea why he’s getting aggressive?”

“Probably tired and cold, like the rest of us would be.”

“Come over here and look at the map. Is there some way to predict where he’ll be next? It seems like there’s a pattern here that I’m just not seeing.”

Loretta studied the map. “Of course!” she nearly shouted, gesturing to the map. “It’s the Taste of the Notch Sweet Treat route.”

I looked at the map again. “Of course it is. We hold that thing every month during the summer. George would get treats at all the stops: the senior center, the café, the bakery, the pizzeria, and the school. But there were no treats at the school. I wonder if that aggravated him?”

“Could be. He doesn’t like it when you mess with his food.”

Serina chimed in from the other side of the desk. “Brandon usually gives treats out at his insurance agency on the corner there. That’s the next stop.” She pointed at the map. 
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