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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The end is nigh!

      It keeps running through my mind.

      Repeatedly.

      Like a mantra.

      Like some street preacher’s cardboard sign made flesh and taken up residence in my skull, paying no rent, which is ironic, considering my current situation. The apocalypse has better credit than I do.

      I stand in the kitchenette of my cramped apartment. And when I say kitchenette; I mean a corner of the studio that some optimistic landlord called a kitchen by installing a hot plate, a mini-fridge that hums like it’s dying, and approximately two feet of counter space. The morning light filters through the single window, illuminating dust motes that dance in the air as if they’re mocking me.

      My eyes scan the outdoor café table I dragged up here three years ago when Adam left and took the actual kitchen table. It was supposed to be temporary. Everything in my life is supposed to be temporary. The table is small, wrought iron, with a glass top that’s cracked in one corner, a spiderweb fracture that seems to grow a little more each day. It’s covered, absolutely buried, in past due notices and rejection letters.

      The archaeology of failure, layer upon layer.

      There’s the rejection from Hendricks & Associates on top of the overdue electric bill. Beneath that, the “thanks but no thanks” from Riverside Marketing partially obscures the final notice from my car insurance company (joke’s on them; the car died two months ago). I can see the corner of a letter from Quantum Solutions peeking out, the one that told me I was “overqualified” for a position I was desperate enough to apply for at 3 AM on a Tuesday. And somewhere in that pile, I know there’s the notice from my landlord, Mr. Kowalski, who stopped making eye contact with me in the hallway six weeks ago.

      My eyes settle on the notice on top of the pile, the one I’ve been avoiding all morning.

      The eviction notice is pink.

      I don’t know why that detail matters to me, but it does. Pink, like a birthday invitation or a baby shower announcement. Something cheerful. Something that says celebration instead of you have thirty days to get the hell out. I pick it up with two fingers, as if it might be contagious.

      “FINAL NOTICE OF EVICTION PROCEEDINGS”

      The words are in bold. Of course, they are.

      “Remit payment within seven (7) days, or we will proceed with the eviction process.”

      I read it again, doing the math in my head. Seven days. That’s… I count on my fingers like a child, which is fitting, given how I’ve apparently managed my adult life. That’s next Tuesday. But the eviction process takes time.

      Yeah. I’ve got at least a year.

      The thought makes me laugh, a short, bitter sound that echoes in the small space. Gallows humor. It’s all I have left. That and the lukewarm coffee.

      I grab my coffee mug from the kitchen counter—a chipped ceramic thing with “World’s Best Employee” printed on it, a gift from a job I got fired from two years ago for “cultural misalignment,” which I’m pretty sure meant I asked too many questions about the CEO’s expense reports. The coffee inside is lukewarm at best, probably cold. I made it three hours ago and forgot about it, which seems to be my primary skill these days: forgetting, avoiding, postponing.

      The apartment smells of desperation and old coffee grounds. There are dishes in the sink from… I don’t actually remember. The days blur together.

      The trash needs to be taken out.

      The bathroom needs cleaning.

      Everything needs something, and I have nothing to give.

      I amble over to the couch. It’s a sagging, secondhand thing I got from Craigslist that’s some indeterminate shade between gray and brown that probably had a fancy name like “taupe” or “greige” when it was new. That was decades ago. Now it’s just sad. The springs creak as I approach, like they’re warning me not to sit down, that if I do, I might never get up again.

      In front of the couch sits a coffee table that matches the aesthetic of everything else in my life: cheap, damaged, barely functional. Around me, scattered across the coffee table like some kind of depressing confetti, are rejection letters. Twenty-three of them, to be exact. I’ve been counting.

      Thank you for your interest, but we’ve moved forward with other candidates.

      We appreciate the time you took to apply; however…

      Unfortunately, at this time…

      Unfortunately. At this time. As if there might be some other time, some alternate universe where I’m not a thirty-four-year-old woman with a useless degree in comparative literature and a resume that screams “unemployable.”

      My phone buzzes on the table, and I flinch. It’s probably my mother. She’s been calling every day since I told her about losing my job at the publishing house. “Restructuring,” they called it. “Downsizing.” Corporate speak for “we don’t need you anymore, Ana.”

      I don’t answer. I can’t handle her well-meaning concern right now, her suggestions that I move back home to Ohio, that I “take some time to figure things out.” I should have things figured out by now.

      The phone stops buzzing. Silence fills my apartment. A studio in Queens that costs more than it should and offers less than it promises. The radiator clanks. Outside, someone’s car alarm goes off for the third time today.

      That’s when I notice an envelope.

      It’s sitting at the edge of the coffee table, half-buried under the rejection letters. I don’t remember putting it there. It’s cream-colored, expensive-looking; the kind of paper that suggests money and importance. The postmark says Briar’s End, Vermont.

      There is no return address, but it looks like an envelope Adam would send. All pretentious and shit.

      I plop onto the couch, careful not to spill the liquid that’s inside my mug, although would it really matter? The couch has seen worse.

      I stare at the letter like it might spontaneously combust if I look at it hard enough.

      Adam and I haven’t spoken in over three years. Three years, two months, and sixteen days, but who’s counting? Certainly not me. I definitely don’t remember the exact date he called me a “cold-hearted, selfish bitch” and walked out of my life, slamming the door so hard that the neighbor’s cat freaked out and knocked over a plant.

      The thing is, he wasn’t entirely wrong. I am cold-hearted. I am selfish. But I’m also right most of the time, and people hate that more than they hate being wrong.

      But here’s the kicker: Adam walked out. Adam disappeared. Adam moved on with his life, presumably to find someone who is warm-hearted and generous and wrong about things in an endearing way.

      But did he file for divorce?

      Nope.

      We’re still married. Tied together by paperwork and spite.

      Lazy bastard.

      Maybe that’s what this is. Finally. The divorce papers I’ve been expecting for three years. Maybe he met someone. Maybe she’s pregnant. Maybe they want to get married in a barn with string lights and a hashtag, and I’m the only thing standing between Adam and his rustic Pinterest wedding.

      I set down the mug on the coffee table, next to the letter, creating a small ring of condensation on the cheap wood. Another mark, another scar; they riddle the table.

      I snatch up the letter, my heart doing this stupid thing where it beats faster, like it still cares. Like any part of me still cares about Adam, or what he wants, or why he’s writing to me after all this time.

      I take a deep breath. The air tastes stale.

      Just open it. Rip off the band-aid. It’s probably nothing. It’s probably —

      My phone buzzes.

      The sound cuts through the silence like a knife, and I jump, nearly dropping the letter. My phone is face down on the coffee table in front of me, vibrating with the intensity of something urgent.

      It’s an email.

      My heart does that stupid thing again, but for a different reason this time. An email. Could be a job offer.

      I stare at the phone, then at the letter in my hand, then back at the phone.

      The phone buzzes again, insistent.

      I should check it. I need a job more than I need to know what Adam wants after three years of silence.

      But my hands are already moving, already tearing into the envelope, because apparently I’m a masochist who enjoys emotional pain more than financial stability.

      The envelope tears unevenly; I’ve never been good at opening things neatly. Inside is a postcard. On the front is a picture of a quaint New England town, with a wooden sign splayed over the scene that reads, “Welcome to Briar’s End! We Put the “FUN” in Functional Municipal Oversight!”

      I cock an eyebrow.

      Why would he put a postcard in an envelope?

      I flip it over. In typed print are two sentences.

      

      Come to Briar’s End, Vermont. Something incredible is happening here.

      

      That’s it.

      No “how are you.” No “by the way, here are the divorce papers.” Just a cryptic message about some town I’ve never heard of and something he thinks is special.

      Infuriating.

      Also: typical Adam, being vague and dramatic and assuming I’ll just drop everything and come running because he’s decided something is important.

      I let the postcard float from my hand back onto the coffee table, watching it drift down like a leaf, as if it weighs nothing, as if it doesn’t represent three years of silence and unresolved everything.

      I get up to retrieve my phone, my knees cracking in a way that reminds me I’m not as young as I used to be. The phone is still buzzing, still demanding attention like a needy child.

      “Chill, my dude,” I mutter to the phone as I thumb through the home screen to the email app.

      My inbox is a nightmare of unread messages; mostly spam, some rejection letters I haven’t had the emotional energy to open, a few “we received your application” automated responses that mean nothing. But at the top, marked urgent with a little red exclamation point, is a new email.

      I click it open.

      The email loads slowly. My internet is the cheapest plan available, which means it works about as well as everything else in my life, and when it finally appears on screen, I have to blink a few times to make sure I’m reading it correctly.

      It’s a job offer.

      Thank god.

      The letterhead loads first: ornate, official-looking, with text in Old English letters at the top that reads “The Equinox Stabilization Authority.” Below that, in smaller text: “Briar’s End, Vermont.”

      Briar’s End.

      The name brings me back to the postcard, but I’m too focused on the words “job offer” to process the implications immediately.

      I read on, my eyes scanning the email with the desperation of someone who’s seven days away from eviction and has exactly $43.27 in her checking account.

      

      Dear Thana Reyes,

      We are pleased to extend an offer of employment for the position of Regional Coordinator in our Special Collections Division. Your qualifications and demonstrated commitment to detail-oriented work have impressed our hiring committee.

      

      I stop reading for a moment. Hiring committee? I don’t remember applying to anything called the Equinox Stabilization Authority. I’ve applied to so many places that they blur together, but I feel like I’d remember a name like that.

      I keep reading.

      

      POSITION SUMMARY:

      You will conduct comprehensive assessments to determine end-of-line processing. Your duties will include performing detailed evaluations, documenting condition reports, and facilitating decommissioning procedures.

      

      End-of-line processing? Decommissioning procedures? The language is corporate-speak, the kind of vague terminology that could mean anything. I’ve seen it before in job descriptions that are trying to make boring work sound important. “Sanitation engineer” instead of “janitor.” “Customer experience specialist” instead of “person who deals with angry people on the phone.”

      But something about this feels different. The words are too careful, too deliberately vague.

      

      COMPENSATION & BENEFITS:

      Annual Salary: $123,500 (commensurate with experience in collection services)

      Comprehensive health coverage

      Company-provided equipment

      Professional development opportunities

      

      I read the salary line three times.

      $123,500.

      That’s… that’s more than I’ve ever made in my life. More than double what I was making at my last job before they decided I wasn’t a “cultural fit.” It’s the kind of money that solves problems. The kind of money that makes eviction notices disappear. And… the kind of money that means I could actually, maybe, get my life together.

      But it’s also suspicious as hell.

      

      START DATE: Immediate

      TERMS & CONDITIONS:

      This position requires availability for shift work, including nights, weekends, and what you may perceive as “outside normal temporal parameters.” Travel to service territories is required.

      CONFIDENTIALITY & NON-DISCLOSURE AGREEMENT:

      By accepting this position, you agree to the attached Confidentiality Accord (CA). You shall not disclose:

      The true nature of collection services to unauthorized personnel

      The identities of other Collection Services Specialists or management

      Any information regarding management protocols, decommissioning procedures, or the infrastructure supporting our operations

      Violation of this agreement may cause immediate termination and/or permanent separation from the company.

      ACKNOWLEDGMENT:

      Please sign and return this letter within 48 hours to confirm your acceptance.

      We look forward to your contributions to our team and to the continuation of essential services.

      

      Sincerely,

      MANAGEMENT

      Briar’s End Operations Division

      The Equinox Stabilization Authority

      “Where Every Ending is a New Beginning”

      

      I stare at the email. The whole thing seems strange.

      The first thing I do is Google “The Equinox Stabilization Authority.”

      My phone loads slowly, the little circle spinning, and when the results finally appear, I frown.

      The top result is about the stability control system for the Chevrolet Equinox. There are articles about electronic stability control, vehicle safety features, and recalls from 2018. I scroll down. More car stuff. A Wikipedia article about the Equinox. An ad for a used 2015 Equinox with low mileage.

      So this is a factory job? A Chevy factory in Vermont?

      Cool. I can do this. I can check cars at the end of some assembly line or repossess them from people’s driveways with the best of them.

      It would mean relocation.

      To Vermont.

      Briar’s End.

      My mind wanders back to the postcard, still sitting on the coffee table.

      Something incredible is happening here.

      This can’t be a coincidence.

      What’s so special about a Chevy factory?
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      I bought the bus ticket yesterday. It’s time to take control of my life.

      

      The bus drops me off just outside the Briar’s End city limits on a gray October afternoon, the kind of day where the sky and the ground seem to blur together into one continuous sheet of colorlessness. I step off onto a sidewalk that’s cleaner than any sidewalk has a right to be, my backpack slung over my shoulder, and I immediately want to get back on the bus.

      The town is too perfect.

      That’s the only way I can describe it. It looks like a postcard, like someone’s idealized version of a New England town. There’s a white church with a tall steeple at the end of the main street. A covered bridge spans a small river. The trees are in full autumn glory; reds and oranges and yellows so vibrant they look painted on.

      But something about it feels wrong.

      I check my phone. The ESA email said I should check into the Briar’s End Inn and that someone would contact me about orientation. So I start walking, trying to orient myself to the perfect sidewalk and reconcile that with the dinge from which I came.

      I pass a coffee shop called “The Daily Grind.” Through the window, I can see people sitting at tables, drinking from mugs, typing on laptops. Normal. Except for one of them, a woman with long dark hair, turns to look at me, and her eyes are completely black. Not just the pupils. The entire eye.

      I blink, and when I look again, her eyes are normal. Brown. Human.

      I’m seeing things. Stress. Lack of sleep. The six-hour bus ride.

      I keep walking.

      There’s a bookstore called “Chapter & Verse.” A hardware store. A pharmacy with a hand-painted sign. Everything is quaint and charming and makes me want to run.

      Snacks. I can’t do this without snacks. I spot a gas station at the edge of town and head toward it.

      The attendant is standing outside, even though it’s cold enough that I can see my breath. He’s wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and as I get closer, I notice something odd about his arms.

      Hair. A lot of it. Thick, dark hair that extends past his wrists, covering the backs of his hands.

      “Help you?” he asks, and his voice is friendly, but his smile shows too many teeth.

      “Just… looking for directions,” I say, even though that’s not what I came here for. Something about him makes me want to keep my distance.

      “New in town?” He takes a step closer, and I notice his fingernails. They’re too long for comfort.

      I take a step back. “Yeah. Just arrived.”

      “Welcome to Briar’s End!” His enthusiasm seems genuine, but there’s something predatory about the way he’s looking at me. Like he’s sizing me up. “You here for work? Tourism? We don’t get many tourists this time of year.”

      “Work,” I manage. My heart is pounding. I’m staring at his hands, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing.

      “Oh yeah? Where at?”

      “The… the Equinox Stabilization Authority.”

      His expression changes. The friendly smile falters. He takes a step back, cocks an eyebrow, and then his smile returns, bigger than before.

      “Yeah,” he says. “I heard you were coming.”

      “Oh?”

      He shrugs. “Small town. People talk. You know.” He steps toward me, all enthusiasm, and takes my hand in a shake. “Glad to have you aboard! Welcome to Briar’s End, Ms.—”

      “Reyes. Ana Reyes.”

      He nods, and I swear I see his ears twitch. Unusually pointed ears hidden underneath his hair, partially covered by a baseball cap.

      “So glad to have you here. If you need anything, just let me know. The inn’s two blocks that way.” He points past me back the way I came.

      I nod. “Thanks.”

      I start walking again, faster now, shifting my backpack further up on my shoulder. I pass a storefront with a sign that reads “Briar’s End Lawn & Garden.” Through the window, I can see people moving around inside, but their movements are wrong. Jerky. Uncoordinated. Like puppets with tangled strings.

      One of them turns toward the window, and I see his face.

      Gray skin. Sunken eyes. A jaw that hangs slightly open, revealing teeth that are too white, too perfect.

      He looks like a zombie. And he’s holding a clipboard, checking off items like he’s doing inventory.

      I stop walking. I stand there on the sidewalk, staring through the window, watching as three more of them shamble past. They all look like zombies, but they’re all working.

      A black wreath hangs on the door.

      I need to leave. I need to get back on the bus and go back to New York and forget about this job.

      But I don’t move. I just stand there, watching them work, until one of them notices me. He waves. A friendly, normal wave, as if he’s just a regular guy doing his job.

      I wave back automatically, and then I turn and walk away as fast as I can without running.

      

      The Briar’s End Inn is a two-storey grey stone building that has certainly seen better days. The stones are dark with age and moisture, covered in patches of moss that create abstract patterns across the facade. Some of the mortar between the stones has crumbled away, leaving dark gaps. The windows are tall and narrow, with thick glass that distorts the view inside, making everything look wavy and uncertain. Its wooden sign, “Briar’s End Inn” carved in elaborate script and painted in gold that has mostly flaked away, creaks on its hinges in the wind as I pass under it. It’s unsettling.

      I climb up the stone stairs, five of them, each one slightly uneven and worn down in the middle from countless feet over countless years, and onto the widest veranda I’ve ever seen. It wraps around the entire front of the building, at least twelve feet deep, with a floor made of wide wooden planks that are warped and weathered to a silvery gray. There are rocking chairs scattered along it, all empty, all moving slightly in the wind as if invisible people are sitting in them. The porch ceiling is a faded blue, paint peeling in long strips that curl down like peeling skin.

      As I face the wooden door with iron knockers fashioned into what I can only assume are demons, I’m struck with the urge to knock. It’s a powerful urge, almost compulsive. The knockers are cold-looking, black iron that’s pitted with age, and the demons’ mouths are open in silent screams. Instead of knocking, I press my thumb down on the latch of the door handle and struggle to push the door open. It’s heavier than it looks, solid wood that must be three inches thick, and it scrapes against the floor as it swings inward with a low groan.

      I step into the reception area. There’s a desk, a large wooden thing that looks carved from a single tree, with elaborate scrollwork and claw feet. I see chairs, high-backed and upholstered in faded burgundy velvet. There’s a chandelier hanging from the ceiling, crystal and brass, with half the bulbs burned out.

      But there are no people. No sounds of movement from other rooms. No music playing softly in the background. No smell of coffee or cleaning products, or anything that would indicate human habitation. Just silence and stillness. Every surface has an inch of dust. It’s thick and undisturbed. I see my footprints on the floor behind me, dark marks in the dust.

      I sneeze, a sudden explosive sound that echoes in the space. When I look back up, wiping my nose with the back of my hand, there is a woman in front of me. And I swear she’s glowing. Not brightly, not like a light bulb, but with a soft, diffused luminescence that seems to come from inside her, as if she swallowed the moon.

      “Welcome to Briar’s End Inn! I’m Valerie. Checking in?” Her voice is bright and enthusiastic, with an almost manic edge to it, like a flight attendant who’s had too much coffee.

      The woman’s enthusiasm is jarring, completely out of place in this dusty, silent building. I am unsettled by the way she seems to float toward the reception desk. She doesn’t disturb the dust on the floor, and doesn’t make any sound. She’s wearing what looks like a dress from the 1950s, pale blue with a white collar and a full skirt, her hair styled in perfect victory rolls. Her makeup is immaculate. Red lips, winged eyeliner, rosy cheeks. I follow her because I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do next, my feet shuffling through the dust, my heart beating faster than it should be.

      “Uh, yeah.” It sounds stupid coming out of my mouth. “Yes. I have a reservation. I think. I mean, I was told there would be a room.”

      “Great! We have five vacancies. Do you prefer the top or bottom floor?” She’s behind the desk now, her hands resting on the dusty surface but not leaving any marks.

      I shrug, my shoulders tight with tension. “Doesn’t matter, I guess.” I’m trying to sound casual, but my voice comes out strained.

      “Fantastic! We’ll put you on the second floor. It’s got a splendid view of the courtyard behind the inn.” She’s smiling so wide I can see all her teeth. Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes.

      “Okay.” I shrug again, a nervous habit I’ve had since childhood. I’m running out of things to say.

      “How long will you be staying with us?” She tilts her head to the side, and the movement is too smooth, too fluid, like a snake.

      I look around, wondering who the “we” and “us” Valerie is referring to are. “Um, a couple of days. I’m here for a job.” I don’t know why I’m telling her this.

      Valerie drops the key to the room on the wooden desk. It’s an old-fashioned key, large and iron, with an ornate bow and a long shaft. The heaviness of the key clatters loudly against the wood, and I jump despite myself.

      “I’m sorry.” Valerie rushes to apologize, her voice suddenly higher, more anxious. “What kind of job?” Valerie’s voice shakes now, the enthusiasm gone, replaced by something that sounds like fear.

      “I think it’s a factory job, but it wasn’t really explained in the email.” I’m watching her carefully now, trying to read her expression, trying to understand what’s happening here.

      Valerie looks confused, her perfect smile still plastered to her face. Her eyebrows draw together and her mouth opens slightly, as if she wants to say something but can’t find the words. But then she shakes out of it, literally shaking her head as if she’s trying to dislodge a thought, and the smile returns, bright and false. “I’ll show you to your room.” Her voice is back to that manic cheerfulness, but it sounds forced now, like she’s reading from a script.

      Just then, a man from the back rushes out to help her. He retrieves the key from where Valerie dropped it, before I can grab it, and hands it to me.

      Valerie motions to the young man. “This is Arthur. He helps me around the inn. You’ll be seeing a lot of him while you’re here.” She smooths the front of her dress, visibly gathering herself.

      Valerie floats around the desk, and I know I wasn’t seeing things as her body passed through a chair that was in her way without disturbing it, making her way to the maroon-carpeted wooden staircase leading to the second-floor balcony. The carpet is worn thin in the middle of each step; the pattern faded to almost nothing. The banister is dark wood, polished smooth by countless hands, with newel posts carved into the shapes of ravens or crows, their beaks open and their wings spread.

      “What’s wrong with you?” I blurt out as I watch Valerie float, her body hovering about an inch above the floor, her dress moving slightly as if in a breeze that I can’t feel. I know it’s possibly the rudest thing I’ve ever said to someone, but I can’t help it. The words just come out.

      Valerie turns to me, rotating smoothly without moving her feet, a big, unsettling smile on her face. She hasn’t stopped smiling since I walked in, and now that I’m looking at it closely, I can see that it’s not quite right. The corners of her mouth are pulled up too high. Her lips are stretched too tight. It’s the smile of someone who’s forgotten how smiling works. “I’m a ghost.” She says it nonchalantly, like she’s telling me she’s a Libra or that she prefers tea to coffee.

      “I…I’m sorry.” The words come out automatically, a reflex. What else do you say to a ghost? What’s the etiquette here? I never learned this in any social situations class. My mind is reeling, trying to process this information, trying to reconcile the floating woman in front of me with the concept of “ghost.” I thought ghosts were supposed to be scary. Transparent. Moaning and rattling chains. Not perky and wearing vintage dresses.

      “It was a long time ago.” She waves her hand dismissively, and I can see through it slightly, can see the wall behind her fingers.

      Valerie reaches the staircase and makes her way up, floating an inch above the actual stairs, her feet moving in a walking motion but not touching anything. I watch, fascinated and horrified, as she ascends. I imagine her movement and direction are like steering Mario on Nintendo 64. Smooth but slightly disconnected from the environment, gliding rather than walking, able to move through solid objects if she’s not paying attention.

      “It’s okay.” I call after her, my voice echoing in the stairwell, forcing her to stop. She pauses mid-float, turning to look down at me with those too-bright eyes. “I can find it.” I don’t want her to come with me. I need a moment alone, a moment to process everything that’s happening, to catch my breath and figure out what the hell I’ve gotten myself into.

      “If you insist.” Valerie floats back down the stairs, moving faster than she should be able to. “Enjoy your stay!” She says it with that same forced enthusiasm, that same too-wide smile. Then she turns and returns to the reception desk, moving smoothly across the dusty floor, and passes through the wall behind it, leaving me standing alone in the empty lobby with a cold iron key in my hand and a growing sense of dread in my chest.
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      After I settle into my room at the inn, I spend a good twenty minutes just sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at the floral wallpaper. It’s aggressively cheerful. Little pink roses on a cream background, the kind of pattern that probably seemed charming in a catalog but in person just makes you feel like you’re being suffocated by someone’s grandmother’s good intentions. The room smells like lavender pot-pourri and something else underneath it, something musty and old that no amount of air freshener can quite cover up.

      I should unpack. I should hang up my clothes, arrange my toiletries in the bathroom, and make this place feel like mine for however long I’m going to be here. But I don’t. Instead, I leave everything in my backpack by the door, as if I might need to make a quick exit.

      The thing is, I can’t just sit here. If I sit here, I’ll start thinking, and if I think, I’ll start spiraling, and that will help no one. So I figure I should probably go explore the town. Get my bearings. See what passes for civilization in this place. Maybe find where they keep the good coffee, if such a thing exists here.

      I grab my jacket and head downstairs. Valerie is nowhere to be seen, which is fine by me. I’m not ready for small talk, for the inevitable questions about where I’m from and how long I’m planning to stay. I slip out the front door as if I’m sneaking out of my parents’ house.

      The moment I step onto Main Street, something in my chest tightens.

      I stop on the corner and look around, trying to figure out what’s wrong. Because something is definitely wrong, even if I can’t put my finger on it yet. The small storefronts along the main drag are reminiscent of the Golden Age of small towns, whenever that was. I imagine it was the suburbs in the 1950s, that mythical time when everything was supposedly perfect and everyone knew their neighbors and kids could play in the streets until the streetlights came on. You know, that era that probably never actually existed the way we remember it, but we’re all nostalgic for anyway.

      Every window has a flower box. Every single one. Red geraniums, white petunias, trailing ivy. They’re all perfectly maintained, not a dead leaf or wilted bloom in sight. It’s like someone came through with a ruler and made sure each flower box was exactly the same distance from the window frame, exactly the same height, exactly the same level of aggressively cheerful.

      Every door has a welcoming sign. “Come In, We’re Open!” with a little heart dotting the i. “All Are Welcome Here!” in loopy cursive. “Step Inside and Smile!” which feels less like an invitation and more like a command. The signs are all hand-painted, all slightly different, but somehow they all feel exactly the same. Like someone gave the whole town a template and said, “Make it look homey, but not too homey. Welcoming, but not too welcoming. You know, normal.”

      Except it’s not normal. It’s the uncanny valley of normal.

      The buildings themselves are pristine. Whites and creams and the occasional cheerful yellow. No peeling, no weathering, no signs that these structures have existed for more than a few weeks. The sidewalks are clean. Not just swept, but actually clean, like someone power-washed them this morning. There’s no gum stuck to the concrete, no oil stains, no cigarette butts in the gutters. It’s like walking through a movie set, everything arranged just so for the cameras.

      I walk slowly, trying to look casual, even though I feel anything but. I pass a barbershop with one of those old-fashioned spinning poles out front, red and white and blue stripes spiraling up. Through the window, I can see vintage barber chairs, the kind with leather seats and chrome fixtures. There’s a man getting a haircut, sitting perfectly still while the barber works. Neither of them is talking. The barber’s movements are precise, mechanical. Snip, snip, snip. The man in the chair stares straight ahead at his own reflection.

      Across the street, there’s a clothing boutique with a mannequin in the window wearing a floral dress that matches the wallpaper in my room. The mannequin’s smile is frozen, and for a second I can’t tell if it’s actually a mannequin or a still person. Then it doesn’t move, and I feel stupid for even wondering.

      But that’s the thing. Everything here is just slightly off, like someone described a small town to an alien, and the alien did their best to recreate it but didn’t quite understand the assignment. It’s all the right pieces, but they don’t fit together the way they should.

      And then there are the people.

      I watch them as I walk, trying not to be obvious about it. There’s a woman in a blue cardigan pushing a stroller. Her pace is steady, mechanical. She doesn’t look down at the baby. Doesn’t adjust the blanket. Doesn’t stop to coo or check if the kid’s okay. Just pushes, one foot in front of the other, her face pleasant but blank.

      Two men stand outside the hardware store, talking. At least, I think they’re talking. Their mouths are moving, and they’re facing each other, but there’s something wrong about it. The timing is off. One speaks, then stops. Then the other speaks, then stops. No overlap, no interruption, no natural flow.

      A teenager walks past me, at least, I think he’s a teenager; it’s hard to tell, and he smiles. Just smiles. Not a “hello” smile or a “nice day” smile, just a smile. His eyes don’t crinkle. His expression
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