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Chapter 1: The Knock on the Door
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The knock, when it came, was an unwelcome punctuation mark in the quiet sentence of Arthur Penhaligon’s afternoon. It was three-fifteen on a Tuesday. Arthur knew the time without looking at the grandfather clock in the hall, just as he knew, with a weary sense of dread, who would be standing on his porch. The knock itself was perfectly polite—a firm, confident rat-tat-tat that suggested important, yet friendly, business. It was the same knock as the last time, and the time before that.

Arthur placed his leather-bound copy of Meditations, face down on the side table, careful not to crease the page. He was a man who lived by routine and the gentle order of things. A retired librarian, his days were measured not in hours, but in chapters read, pots of tea brewed, and the slow, predictable arc of the sun across his polished hardwood floors. This knock was a disruption. It was a smudge on a clean page.

He rose from his favourite wingback chair, the worn leather groaning in protest. He walked to the door, his footsteps silent on the runner rug in the hallway. Through the peephole’s distorted lens, the world outside swam into view: a neat lawn, a quiet street, and the man. He was standing perfectly still, a heavy-looking sample case in one hand, his other hand resting at his side. He wore a dark, single-breasted suit that seemed a size too big and a touch too warm for the mild afternoon. His smile was already in place, a wide, unwavering beacon of manufactured pleasantry.

Arthur sighed. This would be the third time.

The first time, a month ago, had been almost charming in its anachronism. A door-to-door salesman in this day and age was a novelty, a relic from a bygone era. The man had introduced himself as Walter H. Briggs, a representative of the “American Homemaker’s Friend Corporation.” He had a folksy, disarming manner and a smile that seemed to have been practiced for decades in front of a mirror. He’d been selling a set of steak knives with serrated blades so sharp, he’d claimed, they could “slice through a tin can and still carve a tomato.” Arthur, a vegetarian for the better part of thirty years, had no use for steak knives. But Walter’s monologue was so smooth, so relentless, that after ten minutes of standing in his doorway, Arthur had simply paid the man forty dollars to make him go away. The knives now sat in their original box at the back of a kitchen drawer.

The second visit, two weeks later, had been less charming. The knock came at the exact same time, three-fifteen on a Tuesday. Walter H. Briggs stood on his porch with the same suit and the same smile. That time, he was selling a “revolutionary” vacuum cleaner, a chrome-and-plastic behemoth that he’d insisted on demonstrating on Arthur’s perfectly clean rug. The conversation had been circular and strange. Arthur had repeatedly stated, “I have a vacuum, thank you,” only for Walter to respond with another feature or a tedious anecdote about a satisfied customer in the next town over. It was like talking to a man who was only programmed to transmit, not to receive. The encounter left Arthur with a faint, lingering sense of unease. He hadn’t bought the vacuum, but it had taken him nearly twenty minutes to close the door, and he’d felt oddly exhausted afterward.

Now, here he was again. Arthur took a deep breath, straightened his cardigan, and resolved to be firm. Polite, but firm. He would not be buying anything today.

He unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door.

“Mr. Penhaligon!” Walter H. Briggs beamed, his voice a little too loud in the quiet afternoon. “A pleasure to see you again, sir. A fine day for business, wouldn't you say?”

It was the exact same opening line as the last time. Arthur felt a small, cold knot tighten in his stomach. “Mr. Briggs,” he said, keeping his voice level. “I’m afraid this isn’t a good time.”

Walter’s smile didn’t falter. It was as if Arthur hadn’t spoken. “I know you’re a man who appreciates the finer things, Mr. Penhaligon. A man who takes pride in his home. And a man’s home is his castle, is it not?”

“I’m really quite busy...”

“And every castle needs a good polish!” Walter declared, hoisting his sample case and deftly clicking it open. He produced a round, flat tin with a bright yellow label that read “Miracle Sheen: The All-Purpose Polish.”

“Mr. Briggs, I am not interested,” Arthur said, his voice a little sharper than he’d intended.

Walter either didn’t hear or didn’t care. He gestured toward Arthur’s front door. “Take this doorknob, for instance. A fine piece of brass, solid, but see how the years have tarnished it? The sea air from the coast, the humidity from the swamp... it takes its toll. But watch!”

Before Arthur could object, Walter had produced a soft cloth from his pocket, dabbed a small amount of waxy polish from the tin, and begun rubbing a vigorous circle on the brass doorknob. The effect was instantaneous and startling. A patch of metal gleamed with the brilliant, warm glow of new gold, a stark contrast to the dull, greenish patina surrounding it.

“Incredible, isn’t it?” Walter said, stepping back to admire his work. “Works on silver, chrome, copper, even the bumper of your automobile. One tin will last you a lifetime.”

Arthur stared at the shiny spot on his doorknob. He had to admit, it was impressive. But that wasn’t the point. The point was the violation. The point was the man standing on his porch, refusing to acknowledge the simplest of social cues.

It was then that Arthur noticed the smell. It was faint, almost imperceptible beneath the sharp, chemical scent of the polish. It was an earthy odor, damp and vaguely sweet, like lilies left too long in a vase. He’d smelled it during the last visit, too, but had dismissed it. Now, it seemed a little stronger, a little more cloying. He glanced past Walter’s shoulder at the road. The breeze was coming from the east, from the direction of the old cypress swamp that bordered this edge of town. That must be it, he thought. The smell of decay, carried on the wind.

“I’m telling you, Mr. Briggs, I don’t need any polish,” Arthur insisted, trying to reclaim control of the conversation.

“But a man like you, a man of taste, you understand the importance of maintenance,” Walter pressed on, his voice a smooth, uninterrupted river of sales patter. “Think of your silverware. Think of the brass fittings on your lamps. This isn’t just a polish, Mr. Penhaligon, it’s an investment in preservation.”

Arthur looked closely at the man. The suit, which he had thought was merely outdated, now seemed unnaturally stiff, as if it had been dampened and then left to dry on a hanger. The knot of his tie was perfect, but the collar of his white shirt was frayed ever so slightly. And his skin... under the afternoon sun, it had a pale, waxy sheen, like a marble statue. His smile was a wide, bright slash in his face, but it didn’t seem to connect with his eyes. His eyes were the most unsettling part. They were a faded blue, and they seemed to be looking not at Arthur, but through him, focused on some distant point on the wall behind him.

“I already have polish,” Arthur said, the words feeling useless as soon as they left his mouth.

“But do you have a polish with a patented anti-tarnish formula?” Walter countered, his tone bright and triumphant, as if Arthur had walked right into his trap. “Miracle Sheen doesn’t just clean, it protects. One application, and this doorknob will stay shining for a year. A full year! Think of the time you’ll save.”

The conversation was a logic loop, a conversational cul-de-sac from which there was no escape. Every refusal Arthur offered was simply ignored, treated as a new opening for another sales pitch. He felt a growing sense of panic, a feeling of being trapped on his own porch. This wasn't the normal persistence of a desperate salesman; this was something else. It felt automated, robotic. It felt... inhuman.

He remembered something from the first visit. After buying the knives, he’d asked Walter where his car was parked. “Oh, I find walking to be the best way to get to know a community,” Walter had replied cheerfully. And then he had simply walked away, down the long, empty road that led towards the swamp, until he disappeared around the bend. He had done the same thing the second time. There was never a car.

Arthur’s resolve crumbled. The desire to be firm was overwhelmed by a much stronger, more primal urge: the need for this encounter to be over. The need for this strange, smiling man to be gone from his property. The need to lock his door and retreat back into the safety and silence of his home.

“How much?” Arthur asked, his voice a low whisper of defeat.

Walter’s smile widened, if that were even possible. “For you, Mr. Penhaligon, a special price. Ten dollars. A bargain, wouldn’t you say?”

Arthur nodded numbly, reached into his pocket for his wallet, and pulled out a ten-dollar bill. He handed it to the salesman, making sure their fingers didn’t touch. But it was no use. As Walter took the bill, his cold, slightly damp fingertips brushed against Arthur’s. The touch was shocking, like plunging his hand into cold, damp soil.

“A wise choice, sir! You won’t regret it,” Walter chirped. He placed the tin of Miracle Sheen in Arthur’s hand and snapped his sample case shut. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Penhaligon. I’ll be back in a couple of weeks. I have a feeling you’ll be very interested in our new line of non-stick cookware.”

He gave a little nod, turned, and began walking down the path. Arthur stood frozen in his doorway, the cold tin of polish in his hand, and watched him go. Walter didn’t look back. He walked with a steady, unhurried pace down the cracked pavement of the street, his posture ramrod straight, his sample case swinging gently by his side. He passed the last house on the block and continued on, following the curve of the road that led out of town, the road that skirted the edge of the murky, silent swamp.

Arthur watched until the salesman’s figure was just a small, dark speck in the distance, and then, just as before, he vanished around the bend.

He slowly closed the door, the newly polished spot on the knob catching the light. He slid the deadbolt home, the sound echoing loudly in the suddenly cavernous silence of the house. He leaned his forehead against the cool wood of the door, his heart hammering against his ribs. The cloying, sweet smell of decay lingered in the air.

He looked down at the tin of polish in his hand, its cheerful yellow label a grotesque mockery of his own unease. He felt contaminated. His quiet, orderly world had been breached by something deeply, fundamentally wrong. He walked to the living room window and peered out at the empty street. The world looked exactly as it had an hour ago, but nothing felt the same. The silence that he had always cherished now seemed heavy, pregnant with a dreadful anticipation. He sank into his wingback chair, the forgotten book still lying on the table beside him. He didn’t pick it up. He just sat there, listening. Listening for a knock that he knew, with a certainty that chilled him to the bone, would come again.
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​Chapter 2: A Call to Corporate
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The two weeks that followed were a quiet torment. Arthur Penhaligon’s meticulously structured life, once a source of comfort and peace, became a fragile framework against which his anxiety beat a relentless rhythm. The silence in his house was no longer serene; it was watchful. Every creak of the floorboards, every sigh of the wind against the windowpanes, seemed to be a prelude to the firm, confident knock he now dreaded more than anything. He found himself unable to lose himself in his books. The words of Marcus Aurelius, once a bastion of stoic calm, now seemed to mock him. “You have power over your mind — not outside events. Realize this, and you will find strength.” But how could he find strength when the outside event was a smiling, implacable man who operated on a logic entirely alien to his own?

The tin of Miracle Sheen sat on his kitchen counter, a bright yellow accusation. He hadn’t put it away. He couldn’t bring himself to touch it again, yet he couldn’t throw it out. It was a piece of evidence, though he wasn’t sure of what crime. Its presence was a constant, nagging reminder of Walter H. Briggs. Several times a day, Arthur would find his gaze drawn to it, to its cheerful, anachronistic font and its absurd promises. The All-Purpose Polish! It felt like a prop from a nightmare.

His routine, once a source of pleasure, became a series of defensive maneuvers. He began locking his doors during the day, something he’d never felt the need to do in the sleepy, forgotten town of Port Blossom. He found himself avoiding the front of the house, preferring the study at the back, which looked out onto his small, overgrown garden. He even started taking his afternoon tea there, a small but significant disruption to a ritual he had maintained for years. He was a man in retreat, ceding territory in his own home to the phantom of a man in a too-big suit.

The first Tuesday after the last visit was the worst. From three o’clock onward, Arthur was a wreck. He sat in his wingback chair, the one place he still felt a semblance of control, and stared at the grandfather clock in the hall. He had told himself it was ridiculous, that the man had said he would be back in a couple of weeks, which was surely an approximation. But Walter H. Briggs did not seem like a man who dealt in approximations. He seemed like a man who operated with the precision of a Swiss watch.

Three-fifteen came and went. The clock chimed the quarter-hour with a series of gentle, melodic notes that sounded to Arthur like a death knell. He held his breath, his ears straining, every nerve ending alight with anticipation. He waited. Three-twenty. Three-thirty. Nothing. The silence stretched, taut and agonizing. By four o’clock, a wave of relief so profound it left him weak washed over him. He had been wrong. It was just a salesman, an unusually persistent one, but nothing more. He had let his imagination, fueled by a lifetime of reading gothic novels, run away with him. He stood up, his joints stiff, and went to the kitchen to make a pot of tea, feeling foolish.

But the relief was temporary. The dread, he discovered, had not vanished; it had merely receded, like a tide waiting to surge back. The following week, the anxiety began to build again, sooner and with greater intensity. By Monday evening, he was already on edge. He slept poorly, his dreams filled with endless corridors and doors that would not open. He dreamt of a wide, unwavering smile and the faint, sweet smell of decay.

He woke on Tuesday morning with a grim resolve. He could not spend another afternoon paralyzed by fear in his own home. He would not be a passive victim in this bizarre, one-sided relationship. He was a librarian, a man of research and order. The problem was Walter H. Briggs. The solution, therefore, must lie with the source of the problem: The American Homemaker’s Friend Corporation.

After his morning toast and tea, he sat down at the small desk in his study and opened his laptop. The machine, a sleek, modern device, felt like a weapon against the old-world strangeness of the salesman. He typed the company’s name into the search bar. The results were immediate. The corporation had a website, a simple, dated-looking affair with a clip-art logo of a smiling, aproned woman holding a feather duster. The site extolled the virtues of their products with a kind of earnest, wholesome rhetoric that seemed to belong to the 1950s. “Bringing Quality and Convenience to Your Doorstep for Over Sixty Years!” the banner proclaimed.

There were pages for their various product lines: “Kitchen Kraft,” “Hearth & Home,” “Garden Guardian.” Arthur scrolled through them, a knot of ice forming in his stomach. He saw a picture of the steak knives he had bought, nestled in a velvet-lined box. He saw the chrome-and-plastic vacuum cleaner, described as a “cyclonic marvel of modern engineering.” And there, under the “Hearth & Home” section, was a picture of the bright yellow tin of Miracle Sheen. They were all real. The company was real.

He navigated to the “Contact Us” page. There was a mailing address in a city he’d never heard of in the Midwest, and a toll-free customer service number. This was it. This was the rational course of action. He would call, he would explain the situation, and he would ask, politely but firmly, to be placed on a “do not call” list. Or a “do not knock” list. He would be calm and reasonable. There was a logical explanation for everything.

His hand trembled slightly as he picked up his telephone and dialed the number. The phone rang twice, a tinny, electronic sound, before a recorded voice, smooth and professional, answered.

“Thank you for calling The American Homemaker’s Friend Corporation. Your call is important to us. Please listen carefully as our menu options have recently changed.”

Arthur listened impatiently to a list of options before pressing zero for a customer service representative. He was put on hold, and a bland, instrumental version of a popular song began to play. He tapped his fingers on the desk, his heart thumping a nervous rhythm against his ribs. What would he say? “Hello, one of your salesmen is haunting me?” No. He had to sound sane. He would simply state the facts. A representative named Walter H. Briggs had made three unsolicited visits. He was overly persistent. He wished for the visits to stop. That was all.

“Thank you for holding. This is Janice. How may I help you today?” The voice was warm and friendly, with a slight Midwestern twang.

Arthur cleared his throat. “Hello, Janice. My name is Arthur Penhaligon. I’m calling to... to make a request regarding one of your sales representatives.”

“Of course, sir. I can certainly help you with that. Do you have the representative’s name?”

“Yes, I do,” Arthur said, feeling a small surge of confidence. This was working. This was a normal, corporate interaction. “His name is Walter H. Briggs.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line, followed by the faint clicking of a keyboard. “Could you spell that for me, sir?”

“Certainly. B-R-I-G-G-S. Walter H. Briggs.”

More clicking. The silence stretched for a few moments. Arthur could hear the faint, muffled sound of other voices in the background, the typical hum of a call center.

“Mr. Penhaligon,” Janice said, her voice suddenly losing some of its practiced warmth. It was replaced by a note of caution, of confusion. “That name is... familiar. Can you tell me where you’re calling from?”

“Port Blossom,” Arthur replied.

“And you said you’ve been visited by Mr. Briggs?”

“Yes, three times in the last month,” Arthur said, his frustration beginning to bubble to the surface. “He’s extremely persistent, and frankly, I’ve had enough. I’ve already purchased two of your products just to get him to leave. I would like to be removed from his route, or for him to be told not to visit my home again.”

The silence on the other end of the line was longer this time. It was a heavy, thoughtful silence. When Janice finally spoke, her voice was low and serious.

“Sir... this is going to sound like a strange question, but can you be certain it was him? Walter Briggs?”

Arthur frowned. “Of course, I’m certain. He introduced himself. He had a sample case with your company’s logo on it. He sold me your products.”

“What did he look like?” Janice asked, her voice now edged with an urgency that set Arthur’s teeth on edge.

“He’s... an older gentleman. Tall, thin. Wears a dark suit. He smiles a lot.”

“And when was the last time you saw him?”

“A week ago today,” Arthur said. “Why? Is there a problem?”

“Mr. Penhaligon,” Janice said, and her voice was now stripped of all corporate pleasantry. It was the sound of a human being delivering difficult, bewildering news. “Mr. Walter Briggs no longer works for this company.”

Arthur felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature in the room. “Well, he needs to be told that, because he’s still making his rounds. He told me he’d be back today.”

“No, sir, you don’t understand,” Janice said, her voice dropping almost to a whisper. “Mr. Briggs hasn’t worked for us for over six months. He was one of our most reliable salesmen for thirty years. A real professional. Six months ago, he went out on his sales route—his route was in the coastal region, near your area—and he never came back.”

The receiver felt slick and cold in Arthur’s hand. The hum of the call center in the background seemed to fade away, replaced by a roaring in his own ears.

“What... what do you mean, he never came back?”

“I mean he vanished, Mr. Penhaligon,” Janice said, her voice full of a weary sadness. “He never checked into his motel that night. He never called his wife. We contacted the authorities in every county on his route. They found his car a few weeks later, abandoned on a side road. But there was no sign of him. A missing persons report was filed. We haven’t heard anything from him, or about him, since.”

Arthur sank back into his chair, his legs suddenly unable to support him. The room seemed to tilt slightly. He stared at the wall, at a framed print of a tranquil seaside landscape, but the image swam before his eyes. The man on his porch. The waxy skin. The dead, unfocused eyes. The cold, damp touch of his fingers. The smell. That sweet, cloying smell of decay.

“Are you still there, sir?” Janice’s voice sounded distant, concerned.

“Yes,” Arthur managed to croak, his throat dry. “Yes, I’m here.”

“Sir, this is very important. You said he sold you some products?”

“Yes. Steak knives. And a tin of polish.”

“Miracle Sheen?”

“Yes, that’s the one.”

A sharp intake of breath on the other end of the line. “That was part of the inventory he signed out on his last trip. The police asked us for a list. Sir, I think... I think you need to contact the police.”

“The police?” Arthur repeated numbly. “What would I tell them? That a missing man sold me some furniture polish?” He could hear the hysteria creeping into his own voice.

“I don’t know, sir. But if what you’re saying is true... if you’ve seen Walter... then someone needs to know. His wife, his family... they deserve to know.”
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