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Black Creek

	 

	There are certain things one doesn’t tend to forget from their younger years. First kisses, a grandparent’s hug, the taste of honey straight from the comb, or the cold chill of death staring back at you from the pitch darkness of an abyss.

	I stared at the mine opening. It was cold… Hollow. 

	The smell of the black damp lingered in the valley, seeping from the maw of the ancient opening. 

	The weathered keystone still bore the chisel marks of the craftsman who’d carved the numbers “1918” into the stone, the year the mine was opened.

	It had been over 30 years since I last saw this place, and it was like time had completely stood still. Other than a little deadfall here and there, it was the same. Spring water trickled from the opening, forming a small, black creek full of coal sediment that ran out of the holler, giving the flowing water its name.

	Nothing else had changed, other than I’d grown older.

	I whistled that songbird-like tune that had haunted me all of these years. 

	 

	Phwwwwwhh weeeet swwwwwwwwwha Phwwah.

	 

	The wind suddenly kicked up, blowing leaves about in a turbulent dust devil of debris. Before the wind died down, I could have sworn I’d heard that tune repeated. 

	Maybe I wasn’t crazy after all. 

	I whistled again… And there it was like a call and answer tune. 

	The whistle replied. 

	It echoed from the dark depths of the mine. 

	 

	I choked up, fighting to catch my breath.

	Chills ran through my body. My stomach heaved, threatening to revolt.

	 

	Again, it called; the sound was low and drawn out, pulling at my senses, teasing my fears.

	I glanced around. There was no one else there. Nothing, not even squirrels collecting their winter bounty, moved; only a few loose leaves danced about on the wind.

	 

	Phwwwwwhh weeeet swwwwwwwwwha Phwwah sounded again. It echoed across the hillsides, but this time, it was followed by low guttural laughter.

	 

	Bad Arnold…

	 

	This thing had haunted my nightmares for over thirty years. My parents moved us out of state after the courts cleared me of the murder charges. They had to. They were under everyone’s watch just as much as I had been.

	The therapists over the years repeatedly assured me the memories were nothing more than damp-induced hallucinations; that my friends had fallen victim to the black damp and gotten lost in the abandoned mines.

	But I knew better…

	I pulled myself together. 

	I am here for a reason, I reminded myself. I’d never forget their faces. The way that thing had taken my friends one by one that cold October weekend…

	 

	[image: Acorn outline]

	The warm orange glow of the oven’s element toasted my breakfast and my feet all at the same time. I pulled the blanket tighter around my shoulders and adjusted my feet so the bottoms of my socks didn’t burn. It had gotten bad cold, real quick. But that’s usually what happened just before Halloween. 

	That last lingering hint of summer had held on through all of fall to release its stranglehold all of a sudden and let winter take the world in its icy grip. 

	Mom had the radio playing the WVOW Trading Post. It was a morning ritual followed by most folks that I knew. Especially after Mad Dog Mike Collins had come over from WLOG. As far as I could tell, he had a massive following as a rock jock on the AM station, and that translated into even more listeners on WVOW, the FM station in town, when he started taking on-air calls for the Trading Post.

	The latest call in was Hoarse Cat Hatfield. We knew the old timer because he was one of Papaw’s drinking buddies from way back when. He lived back in the hills a few hollers over, not too far away from our trailer park. Being a hermit, I was surprised he had access to a phone, but if I had to bet, he was down at Keysers Gas and General Store listening in. 

	“Well, Hoarse Cat,” Mad Dog Mike said, interrupting Hoarse Cat’s story of how he’d fell into a yellowjacket nest and needed the cash for medicine. “All of the phone lines are lit up, so you’re going to have to get on with it.” 

	“Oh, alright. I’ve got fifteen pounds of ginseng and three dozen squirrel pelts for sale. Since I need the money quick, I’ll take thirty dollars a pound for the seng, and three dollars a pelt. They’re all brain-tanned, stretched. and cured right good. Like I said, I could really use the money to get some medicine after falling into that nest.”

	“Thank you, Hoarse Cat. And how can folks reach you?”

	“They can leave a message down here with Mrs. Keyser at Keysers Gas and General Store up near Ethel. She has the goods and knows my prices, so you won’t have to wait for me to come back down off the mountain.”

	“Alright. Thank you, Hoarse Cat. Just to recap, folks. Hoarse Cat has up to fifteen pounds of ginseng at thirty dollars a pound and three dozen squirrel pelts at three dollars a pelt. Just contact Mrs. Keyser at Keysers Gas and General Store up near Ethel. I’m not sure who is game to take up his offer, but that’s the first time I’ve ever heard of someone trading squirrel pelts.”

	Some of the strangest things came across the Trading Post in the mornings, but pelts were not the strangest thing I’d ever heard by far. 
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