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Five More Tales From The Gulp
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Strange things happen in The Gulp.

The residents have grown used to it.
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The isolated Australian harbour town of Gulpepper is not like other places. Some maps don’t even show it. And only outsiders use the full name. Everyone who lives there calls it The Gulp. The place has a habit of swallowing people.

A man enjoying early retirement makes the mistake of visiting The Gulp.

A fishing boat crew find themselves somewhere entirely unexpected.

A farmer has an argument with his wife that turns violent and then entirely catastrophic.

A Venture Scout troop from Enden travel a little too far on their bush excursion.

Everything that’s been getting stranger than usual in The Gulp begins to run completely out of control.
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Five more novellas. Five more descents into darkness.

Welcome to The Gulp, where nothing is as it seems.

PRAISE FOR ALAN BAXTER AND THE GULP
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“If you’re a fan of one town horror anthologies with a best of 80s vibe (like anything from Castle Rock or Josh Malerman’s Goblin) then you really should get yourself some ‘Tales from the Gulp‘ by Alan Baxter.” – Sarah Pinborough, bestselling author of BEHIND HER EYES
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“...filled with relentless tension.” – Hellnotes
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“Alan Baxter has created a stunning collection of small town horror that perfectly blends tones and themes of The Twilight Zone, Stranger Things, Castle Rock, The X-Files and Twin Peaks – in an irresistible concoction of the weird and macabre, small town horror has never had it so good... An arrestingly brilliant collection of horror that bewitches its reader and pollutes the mind with Baxter’s mastery of horror in all its dark shades” – Ross Jeffery at Storgy Magazine
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“The Gulp delivers on all fronts.” – Jim McLeod at Ginger Nuts of Horror 
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“It feels like Baxter has crafted the literary equivalent of a Venus flytrap and, by the time we feel the descent towards our own doom, the trap is already closing...” – Thomas Joyce at This Is Horror
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“Welcome to The Gulp, a town of eldritch terrors, disturbing mysteries, and pulpy horror at its absolute best. Vividly created and authentically Aussie, these novellas are delicious fun for fans of the genre. Prepare to revel in them, but beware... they will creep into your dreams.” – Joanne Anderton, award-winning author of The Bone Chime Song & Other Stories
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“Kept me turning the pages fast and furious... we get a perfect mix of crime thriller and straight up horror. Baxter is able to mix those two genres seamlessly and create an environment where absolutely nothing seems out of the realm of possibility. Anything can and does happen...” – Joe Scipione at Horror Bound
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“Fancy some Eldritch nightmares? Then look no further. The Gulp is the perfect combination of weird, brutal and creepy.” – Tammy at Books, Bones & Buffy
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“Alan Baxter has found his Castle Rock. Baxter has time and time again released highwater releases, so to see him elevate his game to yet another level was truly stunning and made me smile. This is a collection with no weak links, no dip in quality or storytelling and with the familiarity of each character and the town itself, one that will surely become a classic release... Baxter has set the bar high in the past, but he easily surpassed it and more. Solid storytelling, real characters and a setting both beautiful and depraved. Baxter hits the ground running here and never lets us get off the thrill ride. We’re all the better for it.” – Steve Stred at Kendall Reviews
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“Great structure ... recurring characters and locations ... a bigger picture that is as mesmerizing as it is confusing ... wonderfully weird and dangerous. The Gulp is obviously the start of something glorious!” – Aiden Merchant
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“Never thought I’d say the following, but I’ve been introduced to a Derry down under. Gulpepper, otherwise known to its denizens as The Gulp, is that place... Highly recommended.” – Patrick McDonough at Dead Headspace
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“I thoroughly enjoyed every page of this book and was sad to see it end. In creating The Gulp, Baxter has created his own playland mash up of Innsmouth and Castle Rock. There are so many more big background stories to be told and so many more inhabitants to learn about. I hope we get to visit The Gulp again soon.” – Brandi the Bibliophile
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“This book absolutely delivers the scares and the uncanny... The body horror and sharp violence made me shiver! I didn’t know where the next danger would come from. The relationships and slices of humour make the characters feel relatable... I’m dying to know more! I really hope there are more stories from the Gulp because I have a feeling this is only just the beginning. The Gulp is a solid collection of horror stories filled with visceral, haunting images and a compelling cast of characters. You don’t want to miss it!” – Aina at Read By Dusk
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“Baxter has a way with words. He builds up the tension, layer by layer, until it has you on the edge of your seat, biting your nails... Add to that the format, novellas that as a whole tell a bigger story, and Baxter brings you something incredible. A book that leaves you satisfied but also hoping he is currently writing the next book... I highly recommend this fantastic, very Australian story... the characters are dynamic and the overall story arc will have you turning the pages, possibly smashing through it in one sitting. Like always Baxter doesn’t pull any punches, he takes the story exactly where it needs to go.” – Maxine at Maxine’s Obsessions 
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“Baxter delivers the horror goods.” – Paul Tremblay, author of The Cabin at the End of the World
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“Alan Baxter is an accomplished storyteller who ably evokes magic and menace.” – Laird Barron, author of Swift to Chase
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“...if Stephen King and Jim Butcher ever had a love child then it would be Alan Baxter.” – Smash Dragons
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“Step into the ring with Alan Baxter, I dare you. He writes with the grace, precision, and swift brutality of a prizefighter.” – Christopher Golden, NYT bestselling author of Ararat and The Pandora Room
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“Alan Baxter’s fiction is dark, disturbing, hard-hitting and heart-breakingly honest. He reflects on worlds known and unknown with compassion, and demonstrates an almost second-sight into human behaviour.” – Kaaron Warren, Shirley Jackson Award-winner and author of The Grief Hole
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“Baxter draws you along a knife’s edge of tension from the first page to the last, leaving your heart thumping and sweat on your brow.” – Midwest Book Review

This novella collection remains the copyright of the author. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the author except for brief quotations used for promotion or in reviews. This collection is a work of fiction. Any reference to historical events, real people or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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Gulpepper Curios
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Andrew McDermott sat astride his BMW K1600 motorcycle at the side of the road and studied the sign. He popped open the face of his crash helmet, frowning. The main road was obvious, well-travelled, heading off with fairly dense bush on both sides, but wide shoulders and a clear blue sky above. In the distance to the west, hills rose into low mountains. The sign pointing south simply said MONKTON. But the junction before him had another road, forking off to the left. That road was also a single lane each way, but narrower, and clearly less well-maintained. It seemed to delve into the dense bush more like a tunnel than a road, quickly disappearing into shadows. The sign for that one also said MONKTON. But underneath that word, in brackets, it said: (Gulpepper). Almost like a secret.

Andrew looked down at the map tucked into the clear vinyl pocket of his magnetic tank bag. Enden was clearly marked, quite a large town, and rather pleasant. He’d had a nice lunch there, browsed the shops a little bit, then decided to get moving if he was to make the haul to the Victorian border before dark. It wasn’t too far away, but already the afternoon was drawing on. An arbitrary thought, but he’d decided to get as far as the New South Wales/Victoria border before stopping for the day. He would surely find a motel somewhere easily enough. But looking at the map now, he saw only the one road marked. The main highway from Enden through to Monkton and beyond. This junction and the narrow road leading away from it weren’t on his map, just a swathe of green indicating bushland all the way to the coast. And the town of Gulpepper, mentioned on the sign, wasn’t on his map either. Fascinating.

Andrew’s journey was a celebration of his early retirement at fifty years old. He was a successful man in almost every way and had more than enough money to live comfortably without working for the rest of his life. The banking sector was a brutal place, and he’d done well out of it. It was only a shame it had cost him his marriage. But his children were grown and his wife—his ex-wife—bore him no real malice. Perhaps this was how it was always supposed to go for them. They’d married because Joanie had fallen pregnant, after all. He’d loved their time together, and his son and daughter were the best things he’d ever done with his life, so he held no ill-will either. Everything was worth it for those two wonderful twenty-somethings. How his babies could be in their twenties already was bemusing, but there it was. He often wondered though if he and Joanie would have stayed together without the surprise pregnancy, and thought perhaps they wouldn’t have. If he was really honest. Regardless, he was only fifty and a free agent, taking an open-ended motorcycle tour of the country. No real agenda, nowhere particular to be. An absolute privilege, he knew that much. So a strange excursion like this seemed fitting. Perhaps he would investigate this unexpected road and the unmarked town of Gulpepper instead of pushing on for the border. And if there was nowhere to stay in Gulpepper, he’d carry on south as far as Monkton and head into Victoria the next day. What was the point of a trip like this, after all, without impulsive and spontaneous choices?

Although, why wasn’t the road and town on his map? Old school printed maps like this were getting harder to find, but it wasn’t that ancient, so hardly likely the town had sprung up since the map was printed. Quite the opposite, in fact, as the road looked pretty aged and decrepit. He pulled off a glove, about to tap up the maps app on his phone and check there when he heard a crunch of gravel behind him. A silver Toyota had pulled to a stop on the narrow shoulder of the junction, a bald man in a white collared shirt and dark tie leaned his head out of the open driver’s window.

“You break down, mate? Need a hand?”

Andrew smiled. “Very kind of you to stop and ask, but no, I’m all good.” He patted the tank of the K1600. “This is one of the most reliable bikes you could hope for.” He pointed up at the sign on the roadside. “I was just stopping to decide where to go because—”

“Straight on, mate.”

Andrew lifted his eyebrows in surprise at the interruption. “Straight on?”

The bald man pointed ahead at the larger road. “Straight to Monkton. You don’t want to go that other way.”

“Why not? I’m just touring, looking for interesting places to nose around.”

“There’s interesting and there’s fucked, mate. Nothing good ever came out of Gulpepper.”

That seemed to be a strange accusation. “It’s not marked on my map.”

The bald man nodded, his face set. “Lot of maps don’t show it. Some older ones do. But it doesn’t matter, you’re best off not going there. I mean, you could take that road instead of the main road through to Monkton. It’s kinda creepy, so you might enjoy that. But about halfway along is the left turn into Gulpepper, and I strongly advise against taking that.”

“Why?”

The bald man stared at Andrew for a moment, his expression strangely unreadable. “Look, you’re a grown-arse man, you can make your own decisions. Just know that I strongly advise you not to bother with Gulpepper. Enjoy your trip.”

Without waiting for a response, he ducked back into his car and drove quickly away, heading along the main road for Monkton. Other traffic, not heavy by any means, but fairly steady, cruised in both directions. No one took the turn in front of Andrew.

You could take that road instead of the main road through to Monkton. It’s kinda creepy.

Andrew laughed softly to himself. What a strange thing to say. The weirdness of it all had made the decision for him, he realised. He would take the road less travelled because that was the nature of the trip. Whether or not he turned left for Gulpepper he would decide when he came to it.

He put the helmet visor back down and pressed the starter. The BMW purred into life and he pulled off the hard shoulder and took the left fork into the trees. Tall, pale gums lined either side of the road, interspersed with fern trees and bracken. The vegetation was thick and spread quickly back into heavy shadow. The ground was deep with leaf litter and fallen strips of bark. Prime for a bushfire, Andrew thought, but it seemed no fire had been through this particular spot in a long time. The whole place seemed to emanate age.

The afternoon sun occasionally lanced through a rare gap, but the canopy closed over high above almost completely, making a tunnel of the road. The rough and potholed asphalt had patches of dark green moss in places where the sun clearly never fell. Andrew made a mental note to pay attention, the slick growth deadly for a bike. But the road went almost arrow straight so it wasn’t much of a risk.

The air was cooler in among the trees, the February heat suppressed by shadows. Andrew huffed a soft laugh in the confines of his helmet. Kinda claustrophobic, he thought to himself.

The road carried on unchanging for a good twenty minutes, then Andrew saw a white cross at the side of the road. It had a smear of green along the top of the crossbar and a faded wreathe of plastic flowers hanging on it. Painted on the front was Wayno. Behind the cross a large gum tree had a huge scar in its pale bark. Andrew grimaced. How did you come off the road and kill yourself against a tree on such a straight stretch? No doubt poor Wayno had fallen asleep and drifted. Tiredness was one of the big three killers on Australian roads, along with speeding and drunkenness.

Andrew throttled off only a couple of hundred metres past the white cross when he saw a sign on the opposite side pointing left. Small and green, easy to miss for anyone not paying attention, the sign said: 

Gulpepper Road

(Gulpepper 11km)

Hanging off the bottom of the wooden arrow-shaped sign was a small head, like one of the shrunken heads in old Tarzan movies. It was tied by its hair to a nail. Andrew laughed. He’d slowed to an almost complete stop and checked his mirror for anyone coming up behind. Nothing. And not a single car had passed him coming the other way. 

Gulpepper Road looked indistinguishable from the one he rode. One lane each way, thick bush either side.

Just know that I strongly advise you not to bother with Gulpepper.

A statement like that only made Andrew more intrigued. He’d made a career out of risk. Reading the financial winds, taking chances. He’d been burned a lot of times, but he’d been right a lot more. He thrilled with the idea of it. In truth, his career had been a little too intense, and stress levels were high. He’d seen stress literally kill several of his colleagues and peers. He’d been smart, played well, got out early. But he still relished risk. And honestly, how much of a risk could it really be to visit some small, half-forgotten town? If it turned out to be rundown and boring, barely populated as he suspected—if populated at all—he’d just have a quick look, then come back and head on to Monkton. Decide how much further to go after that. He revved up and made the left turn.

This road was indeed almost identical to the other, buried and lost in some of the most dense bush Andrew had ever seen. Even gloomier now as the afternoon sun went lower. Again, the asphalt was poorly kept, and patched with moss and lichen. Andrew cruised and after about ten minutes the gum trees began to thin. The first signs of civilisation were a couple of farms, one either side. Mailboxes on posts had signs hanging underneath, on the left BELFIELD FARM and on the right, McFARLAND. Old houses and sheds with tin roofs and weatherboard walls. A lot of them had peeling paint and rust, wooden barns leaning with age. All the tractors and trucks he spotted had to be at least twenty years old. Then more properties as the bush thinned further. Dogs ran up dirt driveways, barking at him as he passed.

Then more regular houses began to dot the sides. Still plenty of bush around, but lawns with fences, trampolines and cubby houses, family cars, some more modern than the old farms. Andrew frowned. Perhaps Gulpepper wasn’t as small or dilapidated as he’d anticipated. A couple of side streets cropped up, and then he saw a large car park. Neon letters announced Gulpepper Bowlo and a spot-lit Tooheys New sign glowed by the gate.

Big enough for a lawn bowls club, Andrew thought. Just like every country town in Australia.

The road opened out and he came to a roundabout at the top of a hill. Three other exits led from it. One to the right was signposted to a leisure centre, to the left went towards more housing. Dead ahead, the road sloped downhill towards the ocean, vast and dark across the horizon. From the high vantage point, Andrew saw the town laying to either side in undulating waves of fairly steep hills covered in houses and shops, an industrial looking set of units off to the left. He slowed, eyebrows raised at the glimpse of a harbour. He saw dozens of white masts, all manner of fishing and leisure boats. He put one foot down before entering the roundabout to take it all in. To the north and south of town the land rose steeply to cliffs thickly covered with gum trees and banksia, like the bush he’d been riding through for the last half an hour or more. But the town ahead of him was pretty big. People wandered the footpaths, cars drove around. A sign beside the entrance to the roundabout read:

Gulpepper, population 8,000

But the dead outnumber the living

Andrew laughed at that. Small town morbidity on display. But eight thousand people was not really all that small. Why the hell wasn’t a town this size on the map? And why was that bald fella with the tie so worried about it? This looked like a great Australian harbour town. A tourist town. He was surprised the place wasn’t better signposted to attract more visitors.

He rode on, down the hill past a big Woolworths supermarket, a baker, a reject shop, and more. Then straight over another small roundabout and he headed along the main street, past a large park on the left with a big war memorial arch and an impressive playground for kids. Bored teenagers swung laconically on the swing set. The other side of the street was lined with shops and cafés. He saw a bookstore and thought he would definitely check that out. He came to a crossroads, the harbour ahead on his left. On his right was a pub, CLOONEYS in big letters across the window, but it said GULPEPPER INN on the wall above. The road to the left had more shops and old-looking buildings, the park behind them, the harbour ahead. Beyond the harbour, the land rose slightly into a small, low headland and an old lighthouse stood there, tall and stark white against the sky. The air was heavy with the scents of salt and seaweed. Gulls screeched down near the boats.

Andrew smiled. This was a nice place, albeit a little old-fashioned. It wasn’t exactly run down—everything looked quite well-maintained—but it seemed to have stopped developing much since the 1940s or so. Then again, some of shops and houses were nineteenth-century sandstone, some turn of the century weatherboard, others maybe 40s or 50s brown brick. It was weird, he’d give it that, but interesting. Andrew liked interesting things. He liked mysterious things and stuff not so easily explained. Finding hidden gems like this was exactly the idea behind the Early Retirement Ride.

There were plenty of parking spaces along the road to his left, the nearest end of them a painted box marked MOTORCYCLES ONLY. There was no one else parked there, but Andrew liked that bikes got their own spot, so he turned left, pulled in and put the stand down. He killed the engine and took off his helmet. He would definitely stay and check this place out. He could head on further south the next day.

He walked back to the corner, looked across at the pub. Further down on the next corner was an old sandstone Post Office with a large clock tower. As he looked, it made a grinding sound, then four long, sonorous bongs. Four o’clock already.

He decided to take a quick turn up and down the main street, and he’d ask along the way where he might stay for the night. Heading back the way he’d come, just before the park began, was another sandstone building. An old fire station, he realised, but the double wooden doors were locked closed. A sign read GULPEPPER MUSEUM. That would be worth a look, but there were no opening hours displayed. Maybe he could ask about that too. A few tattered posters were tacked to the side of the door, all of them missing person notices. Most of the people seemed to be young, only a couple of middle age or above. Andrew frowned. The dark side of isolated Australian towns was the social issues they perpetuated. Mental health crises, domestic violence, and more. It was a pandemic across the country, of course, like so many other countries. But it seemed the isolated country towns of Australia had their own particular and pervasive strains.

On the other door of the museum was a poster for a band called Blind Eye Moon, live at the Monkton Tavern on the last Friday of every month. They looked faintly ridiculous to Andrew, with heavy eye makeup and smug expressions.

A man walked towards him with a grinning yellow Labrador on a lead. Despite the summer warmth, the man wore a large, thick coat that seemed strangely lumpen, and a dark trilby hat pulled low over his brow. Despite the shadow of the hat’s brim, Andrew saw the man had no nose. Two dark vertical slits in the centre of his face, above a mouth downturned in discomfort. Maybe something close to pain, Andrew thought.

“Afternoon,” Andrew said as they passed each other.

The man stopped, looked back and forth a little furtively. “Is it?”

“Is it what?” Andrew asked. “Afternoon?”

“Afternoon, you say? I shouldn’t be out...”

The man had a damp, ocean smell about him, salt and seaweed, and something else. Unpleasant, almost rotten. The dog pushed up against Andrew’s hand and its fur was wet, clammy.

Andrew pulled his hand away, wiped it absently on the hip of his Kevlar-lined motorcycle jeans. “Yes, just after four.”

“Got to be off,” the noseless man said. “Got to be away. Can’t be out after...” The rest of his words were lost in distance and he hurried on towards the harbour.

Andrew continued alongside the park, wondering what affected that old fella. Or was he even old? The man could have been thirty or seventy, it was impossible to tell. Funny how some people were like that. Andrew was fifty, another seven months until he turned fifty-one, and in pretty good shape for someone who’d spent his life in the corporate world. He worked out when he could, enjoyed long walks and an occasional surf. He still had all his hair, though it was peppered with grey now, like his beard if he let that grow. But he’d always favoured a clean-shaven look. People frequently mistook him for at least five or six year younger than he really was. A hand drifted to his stomach as he walked. That was beginning to show. But surely now, retired and over fifty, he could allow himself a bit of middle-aged spread.

He wondered if that fella without a nose had got him thinking of mortality and age. It was inevitable, he supposed, given his situation. Certainly, he was entering a new phase of life, but had a long future still ahead, and was determined to enjoy it.

Andrew passed a woman sitting on a bench, gently rocking a pram beside her. The baby inside squalled. The woman was elderly, perhaps in her 80s or even older.

“Grandparent duty can be a chore, eh?” he said as he came alongside. 

The woman looked up, her eyes red and haunted. Andrew had never seen anyone in his life look as tired as this poor lady. He remembered Joanie when their kids were born, those first six weeks or so of brutal sleeplessness each time, regular feeding, trying to establish a pattern of day and night. He’d helped as much as possible, but when a woman was breastfeeding, there was only so much the father could do. With Caitlyn first and then Jason two years later, he and Joanie had endured that period of debilitating tiredness stoically. Joanie especially. The old woman on the bench made that kind of fatigue look like nothing. Weariness seemed to hang off her with her skin, every part of her bowed under the weight of it.

“So long,” the woman said in a voice as thin as mist. “And when I’m gone, what then?”

Unsure how to answer that, Andrew paused a moment, wondering if she would say anything more. After a few more seconds he managed, “All the best to you,” and quickly walked away.

He reached the war memorial, a large, white stone arch on a big square plinth. Names were carved up either side, painted in with gold that was flecked and peeling away now. There was a Leagues Club across the road and he remembered beyond that were only a few more shops and then the big supermarket. So he crossed the main street and headed back down towards the harbour, browsing shops as he went. He passed a surf shop and pharmacy, a Salvation Army thrift store, kebab shop, banks and a doctor’s surgery, and eventually came to the second-hand bookstore, GULPEPPER BOOKSHOP in gold lettering on a black façade. The windows either side of the central door were large, but made from many smaller panes with black wooden lattice in between. Beyond the glass were displays of old hardbacks and collectible paperbacks. Andrew smiled. He loved a good bookshop.

When he pushed the door to go inside, an actual old-style brass bell rang from its bracket above the frame. Immediately the familiar dusty, papery scents filled his nostrils. There were dozens of shelves crammed into the long narrow space, old books and new in profusion. At the end, a desk lamp lit up an old mahogany desk, with a cash register on one side and a stocky, grey-haired woman, maybe somewhere in her sixties, sat behind it.

She looked up from a book and smiled. “Good afternoon. You’re not from here.”

Andrew smiled. “Hello. No, I’m from Sydney. Just passing through.”

“Is that so, dear?”

“Yep. Enjoying a road trip.”

She smiled at him, clearly not planning to say anything else. After a slightly awkward moment, Andrew turned away and took his time exploring the shelves. He couldn’t buy too much, restricted to a tank bag, two side panniers and small luggage box on the back of the bike. Most of his space was taken up with clothes and essentials. That was part of the point, after all. A shrugging away of the material world and a chance to explore. But he could always post things back to his house in Pyrmont for whenever he finally returned. He had a neighbour checking in weekly, collecting the mail. He planned to travel for at least three months this first time, and was so far only a couple of days in. The possibilities stretched almost endlessly before him and that was exciting.

A thought occurred to him as he browsed. “Do you have any books on the history of Gulpepper?” he asked.

The old woman put her book down and watched him with narrowed eyes for a moment. Then she said, “Hmm, maybe.” But it seemed like the comment was in reference to some private thought, not his question. Before he could press the point, she said, “I’m afraid proper authors don’t care to write about our little piece of the country down here, but there is a local resident, name of Graham McConnell. He self-published this little book after a lifetime of research.” She picked up a slim volume from the end of her desk and held it out.

The picture on the front was an old lithograph showing Gulpepper harbour and a few buildings around, but a lot of what Andrew had seen when he parked the bike hadn’t been built yet. The thin book was cheaply printed and put together, with A HISTORY OF THE GULP across the top and GRAHAM McCONNELL across the bottom in a faintly jarring font. But inside it seemed neatly laid out and there were several photographs.

“The Gulp,” Andrew said with a grin.

“That’s what locals call it,” the woman said. “Born and raised here, Graham is. He’s in his nineties now, and still going. He wrote that about ten years ago. What Graham doesn’t know about Gulpepper probably isn’t worth knowing.”

“Excellent. How much is it?”

“Ten dollars.”

“That seems very cheap.”

The woman let out a short, gravelly laugh. “It’s only small and I don’t know that Graham is the most gifted writer. But it’s interesting. Feel free to pay me more if you like.”

Andrew pulled out his wallet and found a twenty-dollar bill. “Here, keep the change. And if you see Mr McConnell, maybe give him a few bucks for a beer on me.”

“Very kind, I’m sure.”

“I’m Andrew McDermott, by the way.” He lifted the book. “Another of Scottish extraction like Graham here. My great-grandfather was transported.”

The woman gave a nod. “As am I. Maisie McConnell. Nice to meet you.”

“Oh, McConnell same as Graham here?”

“My uncle. My father’s brother.”

“Well. There you go. Small world, eh?”

“Nothing much smaller than The Gulp, Mr McDermott. But everywhere has hidden depths.”

“I suppose that’s true. Oh, by the way, where’s a good place to stay tonight? I’m hoping there’ll be somewhere with vacancies.”

Maisie narrowed her eyes at him. “I thought you were passing through.”

“Yes, but I thought I might stay here and head on south in the morning.”

Maisie pursed her lips, lost in thought for a moment. Then she shrugged. “Oh well, so be it.”

Andrew waited a moment, then realised she wasn’t planning to say more. “So, any suggestions?”

She sighed. “Probably best to head on to Monkton. That’s only another half an hour. There’s a couple of motels and a few B&Bs around there. Much nicer places than here for someone used to your sort of comforts, I’m sure.”

“I don’t really want to go further. Surely there are places here? Nice tourist town like this.”

“Oh, we’re not a tourist town.”

A wave of discomfort passed over Andrew and he decided to ask more elsewhere. Something in the woman’s gaze chilled him. “Well, thanks,” he said.

“You’re quite welcome, dear.” She picked up her book and began to read again.

Andrew slipped McConnell’s history into the inside pocket of his DriRider jacket, slung it back over his shoulder, and left the shop. He couldn’t help chuckling at the interactions he’d had so far. These really were country people, and a strange version even then. It was a thrill to find himself in somewhere so different despite only being a few hours south of some of the densest population Australia had to offer. It was good to get out of the cosmopolitan bubble he’d lived in his whole life.

He continued along the street, eventually reaching the junction with the pub again, his bike parked just down the opposite cross street. More shops on that side caught his eye, one in particular with two large bay windows, latticed like the bookshop, and GULPEPPER CURIOS stencilled across the façade. Beside the door was a wooden bench seat, seemingly carved from a single piece of wood, glorious curves and lines. Its deep varnish made the intricate grain like satin.

Andrew loved bookshops, but he loved antique stores more. Those little treasure troves of junk with occasional absolute gems to be found. The same drive that led him to taking risks in the financial world came over him in places like that. He was always on the lookout for a canny find, something the store owner had overlooked the true value of. It was rare that he found anything—it was the business of those kind of shopkeepers to know their trade inside and out, after all—but every now and then he’d struck a jackpot. His all-time best result so far had been a Ming vase. Those weren’t always priceless as the name often seemed to suggest. A non-imperial genuine Ming period vase could be found for as little as $100 in many places. But a lot of other factors had to be taken into account and he’d picked up a rose-enamelled miniature glass vase in Robertson in the Southern Highlands a few years ago, sure he’d stumbled onto a treasure. It had a Qianlong four-character seal and mark from the period of 1736 to 1795 that the store owner obviously hadn’t noticed or recognised. He’d paid $80 for it and subsequently had it valued at between 60 and 80 thousand. An absolute score. It stood proud in a glass cabinet in the lounge of his house in Pyrmont. What wonders might he find in a little parochial place like this?

And after a good browse in there, he’d ask for a place to stay, then go and get settled for the night. Do a bit of research on what might be a good restaurant for an evening feed. Maybe the pub had a bistro.

As he approached the shop he paused again to admire the bench. It was beautifully carved, the varnish highlighting the wonders of its sweeping grain almost hypnotic. It reminded him of a galaxy’s eternal spiral. The bench was chained to ring bolts in the wall, he noticed. It must stay outside, the chains to prevent theft. Someone sitting there could admire the harbour directly opposite, and the small stretch of grass between the harbour and the road. You’d be able to watch the bustle of the small crossroads to the right. A hill rose gently to the left, becoming more and more residential as it led towards the high, bush-covered northern head of the town’s geography. Quite a pleasant place to pass some time.

As he went to push open the door of Gulpepper Curios, it moved in away from him and a young blonde woman with a wide, white scar across one eye and cheek stepped out. He moved back to allow her to pass, opened his mouth to say a greeting, but she stared right by him. Her eyes, one clear, one milky from the old injury, were strangely vacant, her face a little slack. She walked away without a glance.

Andrew shrugged and stepped into the shop. He was instantly charmed. The place was huge, a double shopfront, in fact, and packed to the rafters with stuff, the air rich with scents of wood and old leather and polish. There wasn’t an inch of wall space not covered with paintings, pictures, plates, shelves, old signs. Cabinets of all kinds stood around the floor space, tall and short, narrow and wide. Some had glass fronts, others open shelves, all crammed with curios. Books and cutlery, crockery and glassware, ornaments and coins and postcards and tools. The roof was high, exposed wooden beams dusted with cobwebs, and hung with all manner of décor. Clocks of all kinds hung on the walls, a whole row of grandfather clocks stood like sentries along one side. In the centre, a stack of more than two dozen old radios with wooden cases and Bakelite dials. At the back was a selection of larger furniture, rocking chairs and leather armchairs, sideboards and Welsh dressers. Andrew breathed in the dusty, woody scent of the place and smiled. This was heaven.

At the back of the shop a long, scratched, glass-topped and -fronted counter ran across half the length of the store. Heavy, dark red velvet curtained off a doorway behind it. The counter held all kinds of jewellery and watches and knives and silver cases and flasks.

An old man leaned on the counter, smiling. “Welcome.”

His voice was deep and smooth, kind but also somehow menacing. Andrew marvelled at the tones of it. Some accent lingered there, a distant hint of something he couldn’t place. South Asian, perhaps? The man’s eyes were dark brown, his hair jet black shot through with silver-grey. His skin had a pale ochre tone, deeply lined like the shell of a walnut. And he was rake-thin, almost insectile in build.

“Hello,” Andrew said. “Quite a place you have here.”

“Anything your heart desires, sir. Browse at your leisure.”

“Thanks.”

Andrew lost himself in the place, walking slowly from display to display, breathing in the history. These shops always thrilled him but also triggered a kind of melancholy. They were the history of lives, trapped like bugs in amber. Someone had once used that cigarette case daily, but they were long gone now. What was their life like? That child’s tricycle had probably been ridden by numerous toddlers, all grown and aged and died by now. Or maybe somewhere out there, elderly with knees that would never pedal again. That clock had once told someone when to rise, to go to work, to retire for the day, its ticking like a heartbeat in a home. Now it hung alone among a dozen others that had seen dozens of other lives. There was a historical magic to places like this, a powerful, pervading sense of time.

Despite all the secondhand nostalgia, Andrew kept one pragmatic eye open for real treasure. There was a lot here of value, some truly wonderful pieces, but they were all priced accordingly. He wanted to spot the thing with its true value underestimated. Despite his close perusal, he found nothing. Eventually, he reached the back of the shop and the long counter. The shopkeeper smiled again, his teeth straight and yellowed like old ivory.

Andrew’s eyes widened at a cabinet standing against the wall at the end of the counter. Maybe a metre and a half tall, the bottom half a solid base about a metre square, dark wood like mahogany, intricately carved on each corner with strange swirls and lines. The top half was glassed-in, the same carved columns supporting each corner to a top that flared out slightly like an old bookcase. Carved into the front of the top were the words TELL YOUR FORTUNE. Inside the glass case was a woman, from the waist up as though she sat inside, her legs obscured by the lower cabinet. Her arms rested either side of a crystal ball. She wore a blouse of dark green satin or silk, several diaphanous scarves around her neck and a heavy necklace with row after row of small coins in silver and gold and copper and brass. Her hair was long and iron grey, gathered into a thick ponytail that lay over her left shoulder. Her face was incredibly well-designed, lined with age, the eyes closed, the nose hooked. Her skin was a soft brown and entirely realistic to the eye. Andrew had never seen such a well-made machine. The old Zoltar Speaks fortune-telling machines looked clunky and amateur in comparison.

“That’s Mother,” the shopkeeper said.

Andrew startled at his words, lost as he’d been staring at the cabinet. “Mother?”

“That’s what I call her. Short for Mother Lucretia.”

“I’m Andrew McDermott, by the way.” His whole life Andrew had made a habit of introducing himself in every interaction. It built a kind of trust, he’d found, and that was often useful.

“Stanley Frost. A pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise.” For some inexplicable reason, Andrew wondered if the man was lying about that being his name. “It works?”

“What does?”

Andrew gestured to the fortune teller cabinet. “This one.”

“Mother? Oh yes, of course. You’re welcome to try. It’s been updated to accept a one-dollar coin.”

Andrew turned back to the machine, rummaging in his pocket. “I don’t—” He glanced back to the shopkeeper who was already holding out a coin. “Oh, thank you.”

“I’m sure you’ll buy something and I can simply add a dollar to the cost, yes?”

“Of course.” He had seen a couple of things he was tempted to buy, so would go back and choose at least one before leaving. He dropped the coin into the slot at the front of the machine. It clicked heavily and a soft whirring began deep in the lower cabinet.

A second later, the glass box on top lit up from concealed bulbs and Mother raised her head, eyes flickering open. Andrew gasped. The movements, while slightly jerky, were unbelievably lifelike. The eyes themselves, deep brown irises, bone-white around, were as detailed as the rest of the mannequin and seemed to stare directly into Andrew’s own.

Mother spoke, her voice creaking with age, but clear and strong. “Your fortune you seek, your future to know. Are you really sure, this is your last chance to go? Yes? Or no?”

Andrew laughed, waiting.

“Answer her,” Stanley Frost said softly.

Andrew looked around, then back to the machine. “Yes,” he said, feeling foolish.

Mother’s hands lifted instantly, began running around the crystal ball. Some voice-activated response maybe? The hands were equally realistic, bony, with similarly aged skin. The fingers seemed to ripple slightly as Mother looked down at the sphere.

“Your path ahead is a forked road,” she said slowly. Andrew smiled, remembering the fork that had brought him here, not shown on his map. “Already once you have chosen poorly. Next time, think hard, or all your mistakes will fall around you.”

Andrew frowned. Ambiguous enough, like all fortunes, yet weirdly apposite to his thoughts. Then again, that’s exactly how fortunes worked, wasn’t it? Preying on the coincidental. He looked at the shopkeeper who smiled softly and shrugged. A clunk made Andrew turn back. The machine had gone dark and still again, Mother’s eyes closed.

“A strange fortune,” Andrew said.

“Indeed, sir. We can never know what she’ll say.”

“You must have heard all the responses by now, surely?”

“Oh no.” Stanley’s smile was disconcerting.

The bell above the door rang and another customer came in. He wore a dark grey three-piece suit with a crimson cravat and highly polished black leather shoes. A gold watch chain hung from the pocket of his waistcoat. His face was smooth, age indeterminate, but his hair was white as porcelain. He smiled and said, “Good afternoon.”

“Hello, sir,” the shopkeeper replied. “Two out-of-towners in one afternoon! What a rare treat!”

The white-haired man looked around the shop with an appraising eye. “How have I never found this place before!”

“This store has been here for generations,” Stanley said.

The man grinned, his teeth as white as his hair. “No, I mean Gulpepper itself. What a gem, hidden from me all these years.”

“Please browse at your leisure, sir,” Stanley said.

“Will do. Please, call me Winterbourne.”

“Certainly, Mr Winterbourne.”

“No. Just Winterbourne.”

“As you wish.”

Winterbourne smiled again and strolled off between the shelves. Andrew shook his head in bemusement. The citizens and visitors to this place were an eclectic bunch. He wondered what that made him.

“Anything catch your eye?” Stanley asked, drawing his attention back.

Andrew looked down into the glass-topped counter and his breath caught. With a force of pure will, he managed not to have any outward reaction. Among a variety of jewellery was a selection of watches and pocket watches. One of them was undoubtedly a Patek-Phillipe, gold casing, white face. Andrew knew a little about antique watches and had always wanted a genuine vintage Patek-Phillipe. Many of them were only worth a few hundred dollars at best, but some were worth considerably more. In fact, a Patek-Phillipe watch held the world record for an auction sale of a watch, fetching $24 million at Sotheby’s. The one he saw wasn’t anything like that, but he was sure it was one of the rarer ones, worth at least a few thousand. And it had a price tag of just $150. He licked dry lips, thrilling inside at the score. Take your time, Andrew, he told himself.

He looked up with a smile. “I saw a book, actually, that I liked the look of. A moment.” He went back around to a collection of bookshelves and picked up a hardcover of William Blake poetry. It wasn’t especially valuable, but was a beautiful book, almost a hundred years old, and very reasonably priced. 

Winterbourne rounded the end of the row and favoured him with a smile. Andrew nodded back, but Winterbourne held his gaze for a moment. Then the white-haired man smiled broadly. “Truly, something quite wonderful,” he said.

“What is?” Andrew asked.

“Well, all of it!” Winterbourne moved away again.

Strange fella, Andrew thought. He brought the book back to the counter and put it on the glass top. Then, affecting a casual afterthought kind of voice, he said, “You know, I do rather like that pocket watch.”

“Which one?” Stanley reached under the counter from his side, his long-fingered hand hovering.

“Left a little. No, your left. That’s it, with the white face.”

Stanley took the watch out and handed it over. “A beautiful piece.”

“It is. I’m not much of a collector, if I’m honest, but I do have a soft spot for a nice-looking watch.”

“So do I,” Winterbourne said, suddenly beside Andrew. He and the shopkeeper both jumped, clearly neither had noticed the man. “And that is a very fine one,” Winterbourne went on. He gave Andrew a sly smile, like he knew a secret.

Andrew nodded, forcing a smile of his own, desperately hoping the man wouldn’t blow the deal. He wore a pocket watch himself, after all, and might have an idea of brands and values. “You know what? I’ll take it,” Andrew said quickly. “Treat myself, eh?”

“Excellent,” Stanley said. He moved to the till.

“Don’t forget the dollar for the fortune teller,” Andrew said.

Stanley smiled. “I think we can forego that, given these purchases.”

“Very kind.”

Andrew paid with his debit card and thanked the man and was about to hurry from the store when he remembered that he needed somewhere to stay. The afternoon was passing quickly. “Is there a hotel in town?” he asked. “Or a B&B?”

Stanley shook his head. “Not many places to stay, I’m afraid. We don’t get many visitors. But if you go to the Post Office and turn right on Tanning Street, keep going, you’ll eventually reach the Ocean Blue Motel. An entirely serviceable place, if a little dated and simplistic.”

“Sounds just fine,” Andrew said. Why didn’t a tourist town like this have more places to stay?

Oh, we’re not a tourist town.

Maisie from the bookshop had said that.

The bell above the door rang and the three men all looked around. Another man, middle-aged with slicked back hair in an old 50s rocker style leaned in. He frowned. “Busy today.”

“Mr Carter,” Stanley Frost said. “Can I help?”

“I need to talk to you. I’ll come back later.”

“As you wish.”

Carter and Winterbourne held each other’s gaze for a moment. Carter frowned, then ducked out and strode off along the street back towards the pub.

“Perhaps I’ll come back another day,” Winterbourne said, his demeanour suddenly subdued. “This isn’t quite the right time.”

“For what?” Andrew asked.

“For me.” Winterbourne smiled again, gave Andrew and Stanley Frost each a friendly nod, and left the store.

“Thanks again,” Andrew said, anxious to leave and look up the watch he’d bought. “Lovely place you have here.”

“I’m glad you visited.”

Andrew rode the BMW past the post office just as the clock tower rang out again and headed up Tanning Street. He passed a beach on his left with another playground on the grass between the road and the sand. The kids of Gulpepper were well catered for, he thought. Shops and restaurants, a small medical centre, then more houses than commercial properties. Lots of old homes with brick walls and tiled roofs, small front gardens with rose bushes and wisteria vines.

Eventually, he spotted a large white square lit up inside with fluorescent tubes that flickered slightly and highlighted the words OCEAN BLUE MOTEL. A U-shaped drive had a single story of motel units all around it and an office at the end. A car parking space was painted on the bitumen outside each unit, but none were taken. Andrew parked his bike in the space of the unit right beside the office and walked over to look in through the grimy glass of the door. He saw a rack of postcards and flyers, a couple of old vinyl chairs on one side, a desk with computer on it against the back wall. A door led away behind the desk, standing half open.
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