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Doors.

Such simple creations. Some of us see them as a barrier, a way to keep out the unwanted. The darker, the more dangerous elements that lurk in the night. Still others may look at a door as just another opportunity. After all, anything could lie on the other side, right?

For me? A door has always only ever been just that. A door. At least, until the start of summer. When life introduced me to a door. One that would mark the worst couple of weeks of my life. One that almost ended it. But let's jump back to the beginning, shall we?

Three Months Ago.

I step into our small living room, the evening sun casting long shadows through the half-drawn blinds. My shirt sticks to my back—summer's arrived early this year.

Sam's sprawled on our ancient couch, one leg hanging off the side, eyes fixed on some reality show. Her textbooks are scattered across the coffee table, highlighters uncapped. Classic Sam—multitasking even during break.

"Hey, loser." She doesn't look away from the TV. "Mom's been asking about you."

"Yeah? Where is she?"

"Kitchen. Been in there with those bills for like two hours." Now she glances up, her expression saying everything her words don't. "Doesn't look fun."

"Great. Thanks for the warning."

"That's what big sisters are for." She flashes me a smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes.

I navigate the narrow hallway toward our kitchen, each step feeling heavier than the last. Sam's warning rings in my ears—bills mean problems, and problems mean another conversation about money we don't have.

The kitchen light casts a harsh glow over Mom's hunched shoulders. Papers spread across our small table like fallen leaves. Red notices. Bank statements. Her calculator with its worn buttons.

She looks up when I enter, her smile tired but genuine. The kitchen smells like coffee and stress.

"There you are, honey. Come sit with me for a minute?" She pats the chair beside her.

I slide into the seat, eyeing the mess of financial paperwork. A checkbook with more crossed-out numbers than clean ones. An electricity bill with a past-due stamp. College brochures tucked underneath—Sam's school and the community college I'd been considering.

Mom tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, the gesture revealing the new gray strands I pretend not to notice. Her work uniform is still on, the name tag slightly askew. How many double shifts this week? Three? Four?

"Terry, we need to talk about this summer."

I already know where this is going, and my stomach sinks.

I join Mom at the table, pulling my chair closer to the financial battlefield laid out before us. The calculator sits between us like a judge ready to deliver a harsh sentence.

"What's up?" I ask, though the answer screams from every past-due notice.

Mom rubs her eyes, leaving behind a smudge of mascara she doesn't notice. "I've done the math, Terry. Over and over." Her finger traces down a column of numbers she's written in her neat handwriting. "There's just no way we can keep the lights on and cover both Samantha's and your tuition costs. Not without help."

The words land exactly where I expected, but they still punch me in the gut. I watch her shoulders slump slightly, the weight of another parental disappointment settling on her frame. The brochure for State pokes out from beneath an electric bill, its glossy promise mocking me.

"So I'm gonna have to get a summer job, huh?" I cut her off before she has to say it herself.

Relief floods her face—not because she's happy about it, but because I've spared her from having to ask. She reaches across the table and squeezes my hand.

"I've got most of it covered," she says, her voice steady despite the evidence to the contrary spread across the table. "But everything you make will help. Sam's scholarship only covers so much, and—"

"Mom, it's fine." I squeeze her hand back. "I get it."

The overhead light flickers once—as if the electricity knows we're talking about it—and Mom's eyes dart upward nervously. That tiny reaction tells me more than all the red notices combined.

"I'll start looking tomorrow," I promise. "Maybe the mall's hiring."

Her smile is grateful but tired. So damn tired.

Mom's posture shifts subtly as she gathers some of the papers into a neater pile. The worry lines around her eyes soften—not disappearing completely, but easing enough that I notice the change.

"You know you'll need everything you can get, so no discretionary spending," she says, her tone lighter than before. "Every dollar counts right now."

I clutch my chest dramatically, falling back in my chair. "What? You mean I can't get that new Wasteland Warfare game everyone's talking about?" My lower lip juts out in an exaggerated pout. "But I'll survive... somehow."

Mom shakes her head, but I catch the small smile she's trying to hide. These moments—when I can pull her out of her worry even for a second—feel like victories.

"Very funny," she says, tapping her pen against the table. "Do me a favor and send your sister in, would you? She's going to need to make some cuts of her own."

Relief washes over me. If Sam needs to make cuts, that's a conversation I definitely don't want to be present for. My sister might be all sunshine and support when it's just us, but she turns into a category five hurricane when Mom suggests she cut back on anything. Last time, it was a forty-minute lecture on how her coffee budget was "essential academic fuel."

"Yeah, sure," I push my chair back, grateful for the escape route. "Want me to bring you some more coffee while she melts down?"

"Terry," Mom warns, but there's no real heat behind it.

"I'll send her in," I say, already backing toward the door. "Good luck with that."

As I head for the living room, I can already picture Sam's face when Mom tells her to cut back on whatever it is this time. Poor Mom. At least I had the decency to pretend I was fine with my college dreams getting downsized. But that's Sam—she fights even when she knows she can't win.

* * *
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THE NEXT DAY

I round the street corner on my bike, frustration building with every pedal stroke. The afternoon sun beats down, making my t-shirt stick to my back. Six hours. Six hours of walking into businesses with my best smile, asking if they're hiring, only to get the same rehearsed response:

"We're not looking for anyone right now, but you can fill out an application online."

Translation: Don't call us, we'll call you. Never.

I coast down the hill, letting gravity do the work as I pass a row of small storefronts. My legs are tired, and my hopes are even more deflated than when I started this morning. The mall was my last real shot—all those stores had to need someone, right? Wrong. Not a single "Help Wanted" sign anywhere.

What am I supposed to tell Mom tonight? "Hey, turns out the entire economy has collectively decided not to hire eighteen-year-old boys with zero experience!" She'd just give me that look—the one that says she's disappointed but trying not to show it.

I smirk at the absurdity of my situation. First job hunt. Not exactly the coming-of-age moment I'd imagined. In movies, the protagonist walks into one place, charms the manager, and boom—employed. Real life is just pedaling around town getting rejected while trying not to sweat through your only nice shirt.

Dad would've known places to look, people to talk to. If he'd stuck around. But that ship sailed years ago, leaving Mom to figure everything out on her own. Now it's my turn to step up, and I'm failing spectacularly on day one.

I slow down as I approach another block of small businesses. A bookstore, a barbershop, and—wait. A pawn shop? The faded sign reads "Rickheart's Pawn & Loan." I haven't tried there yet. Probably because it looks like the kind of place Mom would warn me about, with its barred windows and flickering neon "OPEN" sign.

But beggars can't be choosers, and I'm definitely begging at this point.

I pull up to the old pawn shop, letting my bike roll to a stop against the curb. The place looks ancient—faded brick, windows dulled by years of city grime. Through the dusty glass, I don't see any movement inside. Great. Probably closed despite the "OPEN" sign, or the owner's out back.

"Another dead end," I mutter, already feeling the weight of defeat.

But then Sam's voice echoes in my head, clear as if she were standing right next to me: "You always quit when things get hard, Terry. That's why you never finish anything worthwhile."

She'd said that last year when I'd given up on learning guitar after three weeks because my fingers hurt. The memory stings more than my pride should allow.

"Fine, Sam," I grumble to my absent sister. "I'll check one more place."

I prop my bike against the wall, making sure it's visible from inside. No sense having it stolen while I'm begging for a job. The door creaks as I push it open, a little bell announcing my presence to what seems like an empty shop.

The air inside hits me first—musty, with hints of old leather and metal polish. It's cooler than outside, a small mercy. The place is packed floor to ceiling with... everything. Glass cases filled with jewelry, shelves of electronics in various states of repair, old cameras, watches, even a saxophone missing its mouthpiece.

That's when I see them—a row of guitars hanging on the far wall. Not shiny new ones like at the mall, but worn beauties with character. I'm drawn to them before I remember why I'm actually here.

My fingers reach out, almost involuntarily, to touch a sunburst acoustic with a small crack running along its body. It looks older than Mom, probably from the 70s. Next to it hangs a red electric with faded stickers plastering its body.

"You play?"

The voice startles me out of my trance. I spin around, embarrassed to be caught gawking.

The older man watching me is like something out of a black and white movie—salt-and-pepper hair slicked back, round wire-rimmed glasses perched on a sharp nose, and a vest that looks more expensive than anything in my closet. His eyes are calculating, taking in every detail.

"You play?" he asks again, gesturing toward the guitar I was admiring.

I drop my hand quickly, feeling heat rise to my face. "No, not really. I mean, I tried for a bit but never quite got the hang of it." I shrug, trying to seem casual. "My fingers wouldn't cooperate."

He makes a small humming sound, neither judgment nor agreement. Just acknowledgment.

"Gary Rickheart," he says, extending a hand that's weathered but immaculately clean, nails perfectly trimmed. "I own this establishment."

His grip is firm but not aggressive when we shake. There's something unnerving about the way he studies me, like I'm another item on his shelf he's appraising.

"Terry," I respond. "Terry Caldwell."

Mr. Rickheart raises an eyebrow slightly. "And what brings you to my humble shop today, Terry Caldwell? Looking for something specific, perhaps?"

I shift my weight, suddenly aware of how sweaty I am from biking around town all day. Next to his pressed clothes, I must look like a total mess.

"Not likely," I mutter under my breath. Then, straightening my posture, I clear my throat. "Actually, sir, I was wondering if you might have any kind of opening here? For work, I mean."

Mr. Rickheart's eyes narrow slightly, scanning me from head to toe. I resist the urge to fidget under his gaze. It's not hostile, exactly, but thorough—like he's cataloging everything about me, from my worn sneakers to my faded t-shirt.

After what feels like forever, the corner of his mouth twitches upward.

"Looking for that first job and no one's hiring the inexperienced, I take it?"

I simply nod, surprised by how easily he's read my situation.

Mr. Rickheart cracks a smile, his stern expression melting just slightly around the edges.

"To be honest," he says, running a hand along his vest, "I've been considering hiring someone to run the register. Got a lot of inventory to refurbish in the back, you know how it is."

"Oh, yeah, definitely," I nod, trying to appear knowledgeable though I have no clue what refurbishing pawn shop items entails. Looking around at the densely packed shelves, I wonder just how much more stuff the man has hidden away. The place already feels like an episode of Hoarders went to business school.

Mr. Rickheart turns and moves toward the front counter, motioning for me to follow with a casual flick of his wrist. His shoes make no sound on the worn carpet—mine squeak with every step. Embarrassing.

Behind the counter, everything is meticulously organized, unlike the controlled chaos of the sales floor. Receipt books stacked perfectly, pens aligned, a calculator positioned just so. The register itself looks ancient, with mechanical buttons instead of a touchscreen.

"Do you have any experience with retail at all?" he asks, leaning against the counter. His eyes never leave mine, which makes it hard to lie even if I wanted to.

"I don't," I admit, shifting my weight. "But I'm a fast learner, and I'm a hard worker when the need arises." That last part feels like an oversell, but it's something Dad used to say in his rare moments of offering advice.

Mr. Rickheart nods slowly, considering. The wall clock ticks loudly in the silence. I think about the student loans waiting for me, about Mom's tired eyes last night as she pored over the checkbook.

"When can you start?" he finally asks, straightforward and businesslike.

Relief washes over me so suddenly I almost laugh. Instead, I stand up straighter and meet his gaze.

"As soon as you need me."
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Two Days Later

I lean against the counter, drumming my fingers on the glass display case filled with old watches nobody wants. Three hours into my second shift and not a single customer. Mr. Rickheart disappeared into his back room after showing me how to work the ancient cash register again, muttering something about "inventory assessment."

The shop's dusty silence is broken only by the tick-tock of a wall clock that's probably been here since the Carter administration. To fight the boredom, I've resorted to flipping around some vintage POGs I found in a shoebox under the register. Remember POGs? Me neither, really. Just some circular cardboard discs with random designs that were apparently worth something once.

I flip a holographic skull POG between my fingers and sigh. College fund or not, this might be the longest summer of my life.

The bell above the door jingles, and I nearly drop the POG in surprise. An actual customer. Well, two actually—a woman in her thirties with a young boy who instantly gravitates toward a stack of old televisions in the corner.

"Jason, don't touch anything," she warns as the kid circles the electronics like he's discovered buried treasure.

I straighten up, trying to look professional. "Hi there. Can I help you find something today?"

The woman adjusts her purse strap. "Actually, yes. I'm looking for one of those big old TVs. My sister gave my son some video game things—Nintendo something—and told me they work best with the old-style televisions. The flat screens apparently don't work right with them."

"Oh, you mean a CRT TV," I say, feeling a surge of excitement at actually knowing something useful. "You're in the right place. Follow me."

I lead her over to where her son is already examining the televisions, each one bulkier than the last.

"These are CRTs—cathode ray tube TVs," I explain, patting a particularly boxy Zenith. "They're perfect for retro gaming. The older consoles were built specifically for these. Much less input lag than modern TVs, and the games just look right on them."

I help the woman over to the stack of TVs, where her son is already running his hands excitedly over a mid-sized Magnavox with wood-grain paneling.

"This one, Mom! It's perfect!" The boy's eyes gleam with anticipation.

The woman turns to me. "How much for this model?"

"Let me check." I recall Mr. Rickheart's instructions from yesterday—"Everything has a price tag somewhere, Terry. Your job is to find it."

I carefully tilt the television on its side, scanning the dusty surface for a sticker. Nothing on the front or top. I pull it halfway off the shelf to examine the back, where I finally spot a yellow price tag partially obscured by an old warning label.

"This one's $49.99," I announce, wiping a small dust cloud from my hands.

The boy tugs at his mother's sleeve. "Can we get it? Please? Uncle Mike said he'd bring over all his old games this weekend!"

His mother smiles, ruffling his hair. "Yes, we can get it."

"Great choice," I say, feeling a small rush of accomplishment. "Would you like me to carry it to the counter?"

"That would be wonderful, thank you."

I hoist the bulky television into my arms. It's heavier than it looks, and I'm careful not to bump it against any of the cluttered merchandise as I navigate to the front counter. The weight makes my biceps burn, but I welcome the physical activity after hours of standing around.

Setting it down on the counter feels like completing a small mission. I punch the numbers into the register, surprised I remember how to operate the ancient machine already.

"That'll be $49.99 plus tax, so $53.74 total."

The mother fishes around in her purse and pulls out a small wad of bills. "Let's see... twenty, forty, fifty..." She counts them out onto the counter while I prepare a plastic bag for the power cord I found coiled behind the TV.

"Do you need a receipt?" I ask, punching buttons on the register that makes a mechanical ca-chunk sound with each press.

"Yes, please."

Movement catches my eye—the kid, Jason, has wandered away from his mom and is drifting toward the back of the store. My stomach tightens as he approaches the plain wooden door with the faded "STAFF ONLY" sign. The same door Mr. Rickheart specifically warned me about yesterday.

"Don't open this door, Terry. Under any circumstances." His eyes had narrowed when he said it, voice dropping an octave. "This is where I keep my most valuable inventory. Not for browsing. Not for cleaning. Understood?"

Something in his tone made my skin crawl. I'd nodded quickly, eager to move on to learning the register.

"Hey, buddy!" I call out, abandoning the change I was counting. "That area's off-limits. Employees only."

Jason's small hand is already reaching for the doorknob.

"Jason!" his mother snaps. "Get back here right now. You know better than to go poking around where you shouldn't."

The boy's shoulders slump, but he backs away from the door.

"Sorry about that," she says, giving me an apologetic smile. "He's curious about everything."

"No problem." I finish counting her change—$6.26—and hand it to her along with the receipt. "Want some help getting this to your car?"

"That would be great, thanks."

I hoist the television again, following her outside into the afternoon sun. The heat hits me immediately, a stark contrast to the shop's musty coolness. I squint against the brightness as she pops her trunk.

"Right here is perfect," she directs.

I carefully place the TV in her trunk, sliding it toward the back so it won't shift during the drive. Jason climbs into the backseat, already talking excitedly about something called Contra.

"Thank you so much," the woman says, handing me a five-dollar bill. "For your trouble."

I hesitate for a second before taking it. My first tip.

"Thanks! Enjoy the TV."

I watch them pull away, then turn and head back into the shop, the bell jingling as I step inside. The door to the back room seems to stare at me from across the cluttered space. What exactly does Mr. Rickheart keep back there that's so secret?

* * *
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I WATCH A YOUNG COUPLE walk out, the man clutching his new purchase—a 1967 Gibson SG with the original pickups still intact. He'd dropped close to a grand on it, and from the way his girlfriend was rolling her eyes, I'm guessing this wasn't a planned purchase. But the guy had that same look my friend Jake gets when he finds a rare comic: pure, unadulterated joy.

"Tourists," I mutter under my breath, smirking as the bell above the door jingles behind them.

Well, that answers my question about how Mr. Rickheart keeps this dusty old place running with barely any foot traffic. One big-ticket sale a day probably covers the rent and then some.

I glance at the ancient wall clock ticking away above the register. Five minutes till closing. Mr. Rickheart's instructions echo in my head: "Always do a final inventory check before you lock up, Terry. Make sure everything's exactly where it should be."

Stretching my arms above my head, I step out from behind the counter and begin my circuit of the store. The guitars hang in perfect formation on the far wall—minus one Gibson now. I check the tags on each, making mental notes of what's been handled today. The glass display cases with the watches and jewelry look untouched, their surfaces still showing the fingerprint smudges from my morning cleaning.

I wind through the narrow paths between shelves stacked with vintage electronics, old cameras, and military memorabilia. Mr. Rickheart has a system to this chaos that I'm slowly learning. Military items stay with military items. Electronics grouped by decade, not type. Cameras arranged by brand, then model year. It's oddly specific for a place that looks like a glorified yard sale from the outside.

The forbidden door to the back room looms as I pass it. I pause, listening.

I freeze, my fingertips inches from the doorknob.

There it is again—a soft, muffled sound. Like someone crying. It's faint, barely audible over the ancient air conditioning unit rattling away in the window, but it's definitely there. A whimper. Human.

My heart kicks against my ribs. Is someone hurt in there? Trapped maybe?

I lean closer, pressing my ear near the door frame. The whimpering stops abruptly, replaced by what sounds like shuffling movement.

"Terry?"

Mr. Rickheart's stern voice cuts through the shop like a cold blade. I jerk back from the door, spinning around so fast I nearly knock over a display of vintage radios.

He stands at the end of the aisle, arms crossed over his chest. His face is different than I've seen before—hard lines etched between his brows, eyes narrowed to calculating slits. There's nothing of the friendly shop owner who hired me two days ago. This man looks dangerous.

"Did you finish taking inventory?" His voice is calm, but there's an edge to it that sets off alarm bells in my head.

"Yeah—yes, sir." I swallow hard, stepping away from the door. "Everything not sold is where it should be."

His gaze flicks from my face to the door and back again. The silence stretches uncomfortably.

"Good." He nods finally. "Go ahead and head home. I'll close up tonight."

Relief floods through me. I grab my backpack from behind the counter and make my way to the exit, feeling his eyes on my back the entire time.

As my hand touches the front door handle, his voice stops me cold.

"Terry."

I turn halfway, not quite meeting his eyes. "Sir?"

"I won't give a second warning."

The words hang in the air between us, simple but loaded with unspoken threat. I nod quickly and push through the door into the evening air.

I unlock my bike with shaking hands, fumbling twice with the combination. The moment the lock clicks open, I swing my leg over and push off hard, pedaling like something's chasing me.

Maybe something is.

Eight blocks have never felt so long. The evening air whips past my face, cooling the sweat that's beaded along my hairline. Cars blur past in my peripheral vision. I run a red light, ignoring the angry honk from a sedan that nearly clips my back tire.

What was that sound? Who was in that room? The whimpering loops in my mind, human and desperate. Maybe someone hurt. Maybe worse.

And the way Mr. Rickheart looked at me—like he was deciding what to do with me. Not angry exactly. Calculating. Like I was a problem he needed to solve.

I skid around the final corner onto our street, the tires of my bike scraping against the curb. Our modest two-story comes into view, the porch light already on against the deepening dusk. I pump my legs harder, flying down the sidewalk and swinging through our gate—

"Whoa!"

Samantha jumps back as I nearly plow right into her. She's stepping through our front gate, keys in hand, wearing her clubbing clothes.

"Jesus, Terry! Where's the fire?"

I hop off my bike, breathing hard. My heart's still hammering, though I can't tell anymore if it's from the ride or the memory of that sound, that look.

"What's wrong?" Her voice shifts from annoyed to concerned in an instant. Sam's always been able to read me like that. Her eyes narrow as she studies my face. "Did something happen at work?"

I shake my head, swallowing to find my voice. "Nothing, just—I really gotta go."

It's not worth making Sam worried. What would I even tell her? I heard crying from a room I'm not supposed to enter, and my boss gave me a creepy look? It sounds stupid now that I'm home, away from the musty air of the pawn shop.

Sam chuckles, her expression relaxing. "Too bad, you'll just have to hold it. Mom's in the shower."

"Guess I'll have to find a bottle then," I joke, nodding toward the house.

Sam's face scrunches up in disgust. "You're such a weirdo." She pushes my shoulder, but there's a hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth.

"Where you headed anyway?" I ask, eager to change the subject and still trying to calm my racing heart. I lean my bike against the porch railing, the metal frame still warm from my frantic ride.

"Rachel invited me and Jenny to Voltage." Sam adjusts her crop top and runs a hand through her carefully styled hair. "Ladies' night. Half-price drinks before eleven."

I can't help but grin at my sister. Three months ago, she was cramming for finals and complaining about group projects. Now she's strutting around in platform boots and glittery eyeshadow.

"Yeah, yeah. Three months since your twenty-first birthday and already hitting the clubs." I shake my head in mock disapproval, but honestly, I'm glad to see her enjoying herself. After all the stress of helping mom with bills and maintaining her scholarship, Sam deserves some fun.

"Damn right." She pulls her phone from her tiny purse, checking the time. "And I'll make sure to rub it in tomorrow when you're heading to your minimum wage job and I'm sleeping off my hangover."

"Cruel," I laugh, holding out my arms. "C'mere."

Sam steps into my hug, and as I wrap my arms around her shoulders, the
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