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He woke up on the kitchen floor again.

Cold linoleum against his cheek. Smell of old coffee and cat litter. Light buzzing somewhere above him, trying to stay alive.

Georgie didn’t move at first. He waited for the world to decide what version it was going to be today.

The buzzing settled into the cheap fluorescent strip over the sink. It flickered twice, like it was rehearsing a seizure, then held steady. His head felt full of wet sand. Tongue metal. Knees aching in a way that didn’t belong to his age yet.

Dotty sat on the counter, staring down at him like he’d interrupted something important. Her tail flicked once. Judging.

“Okay,” he said. Or tried to. It came out as air first, then sound. “Okay. That sucked.”

The words bounced wrong inside his skull. Echoed, then caught.

He pushed himself up to his elbows. The motion made the room tilt, then snap back. The microwave clock said 3:07. The stove clock said 2:41. The one on the wall over the little table had stopped at 12:19 three weeks ago and never picked a side.

His right shoe let out a tired flap when he shifted his leg. The sole was half off again. He noticed it the way you notice a fly in the room. Annoyance, not surprise.

He checked his hands first. Fingers. All there. No burns. No new scars. The skin on his knuckles was dry and cracked, like he’d been gripping something too hard for too long.

“Dotty?”

The cat’s ears flicked, but she didn’t move. She had that look she got after a jump, pupils too wide, whiskers leaning forward, like she was still seeing something behind him.

“How bad?” he asked.

Dotty meowed, short and flat. Not helpful.

He sat up all the way. That was when he saw the chair.

The chair wasn’t special. Cheap pressed wood from some flat-pack furniture place. One leg always a little shorter than the others. It sat tucked under the small kitchen table, angled just enough that he could sit and stare at the half-window and pretend it was a view.

What mattered wasn’t the chair.

What mattered was what wasn’t on it.

The jacket.

His jacket was supposed to be there. The dark blue one with the ripped cuff and the fraying lining and the broken zipper that never quite met in the middle. It had lived on that chair for months. Sometimes on the back, sometimes slumped across the seat, sometimes half on the floor. Always there.

The chair was bare.

Georgie blinked. Once. Twice. The chair stayed bare.

His heart didn’t sprint. It just took one slow step up.

He pushed himself to his feet. The flapping shoe slapped the floor. His left knee argued. He grabbed the edge of the counter until the room stopped tilting.

The jacket was gone.

“Okay,” he said again. “Okay. So that’s different.”

He checked the obvious places first. Floor. Hook behind the door. Closet. No jacket.

His brain tried to slide away from the obvious.

Maybe you finally did laundry.

He snorted at himself. He had not done laundry. There was a hamper in the bathroom that said so. Loudly.

He looked back at the naked chair. The space where the jacket should be felt louder than the buzzing light.

Dotty made a sound. Not quite a meow. More like a question mark.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he said. “You were there.”

Were you?

He realized then that he couldn’t remember the last few minutes before the jump. Not clearly. Just the feeling of being pushed too hard inside his own skull. A decision made fast and angry. Dotty’s fur in his hand. Her heartbeat under his fingers.

Then nothing.

He rubbed at his temples with the heel of his hand. Felt the pulse there. Thudding, slow. A beat behind where it should be.

The notebook was on the table.

Cheap plastic cover, cloudy from scratches. It had started life clear. Now it had the milky look of old Tupperware. The edges were chewed where he’d gnawed on them during bad nights. A pen lay on top, uncapped. A small dried star of ink had bled into the laminate.

He picked it up. The plastic flexed under his fingers. Familiar. Too light. He flipped it open.

The first page was lists. Times. Dates. Little arrows pointing backward. “2:14 → 2:09.” “Thursday, rain / Friday, no rain?” His handwriting started neat at the top and hunched into frantic by the bottom.

He flipped forward.

His eyes slid over lines he recognized.

“Attempt 6 — don’t go outside.”

“Attempt 7 — too early. Truck still there.”

“Attempt 8 — Dotty threw up. Is that my fault too?”

His mouth tasted like pennies.

He turned another page.

The words hit him in someone else’s voice.

ATTEMPT 13 — TOOK THE JACKET THIS TIME.

The sentence was underlined three times. The ink was smeared like someone had gone back over it while their hand shook.

He didn’t remember writing that.

He didn’t remember Attempt 13.

The pen in his fingers felt suddenly heavier.

He read the next line.

DIDN’T HELP.

The letters slanted downhill. He’d pressed hard enough to ghost the words into the page beneath.

He swallowed. The kitchen moved a fraction of an inch sideways.

“Dotty,” he said, softer now. “How many have we done?”

The cat hopped down from the counter. The sound of her landing felt loud. She padded across the floor, tail low, and rubbed once against his calf. Static jumped between them. Tiny sting. She smelled faintly like dust and the outside world.

He crouched, knees popping, and scratched behind her ear. “I remember twelve,” he said. “Maybe twelve. Maybe eleven. Thirteen is new. Thirteen is—”

His stomach rolled. He straightened too fast. The room floated, then dropped.

He flipped back a page.

ATTEMPT 12 — DON’T LET HIM DRIVE.

He took a step backward and hit the edge of the counter. The flapping shoe made a sad slap.

He didn’t remember Attempt 12 either.

“Okay,” he said. His voice sounded like it belonged to someone who hadn’t slept in a month. “Okay, that’s not great.”

The microwave hummed. 3:08 now. The stove clock still insisted on 2:41. Somewhere in the building a toilet flushed, then kept flushing, like it was stuck trying to make something disappear.

His head felt full of cotton and broken glass.

He turned another page.

ATTEMPT 14 —

The rest of the line was scratched out. Deep. Repeated. A ripped groove. Whatever it had said once was buried under ink and anger.

At the bottom of the page, in smaller handwriting crammed into the corner:

Stop riding shotgun.

The words crawled under his ribs.

He shut the notebook harder than he meant to. The plastic cover slapped the table and bounced a little. Dotty flinched, then pretended she hadn’t.

He stared at the closed book. The faded sticker on the front still clung to one corner. TRUE CENTS! EVERYDAY VALUE. The logo from the discount store up the road. He could smell that place just looking at it. Wrong lemon cleaner. Old cardboard. Cheap plastic sweating in fluorescent light. Like walking into a warehouse that tried to pretend it was a real store and almost pulled it off.

His kitchen smelled a little like that now. He wasn’t sure if that was memory or reality.

He went to the sink. Turned the tap. Brown water coughed out first, then cleared. He let it run, watched it for longer than made sense, then filled a cloudy glass. The rim had a chip. He drank. The water tasted like metal and pipes and something faintly bitter.

He put the glass down. His hand shook more than he wanted it to.

The jacket is gone.

The notebook says you took it.

You don’t remember taking it.

He looked at the door. Cheap white paint, scuffed at the bottom where shoes had missed the mat. The lock was scratched from years of keys going in a little too fast, a little too drunk.

That door had been open once. Rain in the doorway. Frank’s shape there. Twenty-three and taller than him, shoulders filling the frame.

“I don’t need you.”

He felt the echo of the words before he heard them. Like someone replaying an old tape in the next room.

He tried to grab the rest of it, and the memory slid away like oil.

“Fine,” he said to the empty kitchen.

The fluorescent light hummed harder. The buzz went up half a note, like it was tuning.

He checked his pockets. No jacket, no keys in his hand, but his jeans held the usual collection of secondhand life. Wallet. Crumpled receipt. A folded hospital bracelet he refused to throw away. The cheap paper band was creased, the little plastic snap broken.

FRANCIS WELLS. 23. M.

The ink was faded but still there. The date under his name was fixed. The date under ADMIT had been circled once in blue, another time in red, then scratched out.

He forced his fingers to let go. Put the bracelet back in his pocket.

He walked to the fridge. The soles of his shoes stuck a little to the floor. Something had spilled days ago. Maybe weeks. Time was losing edges.

On the fridge door, held by a magnet shaped like a cartoon taco, a takeout menu curled at the corners. On top of it, under a smaller magnet, was a yellow sticky note in his own handwriting.

NO MORE THAN 3.

He pulled it off. Held it up. The ink had bled at one corner, like it had gotten wet.

He had no idea if it meant attempts, drinks, pills, or something else he was trying not to name.

Dotty jumped onto the small table, landing beside the notebook. She sat squarely on it, tail wrapped neatly around her paws, as if declaring it closed.

“Too late,” he told her. “Pretty sure we passed three a while ago.”

She blinked. Slow.

The light above them flickered again. The room dimmed for a heartbeat, then came back a little too bright. For half a second, the kitchen edges fuzzed, like bad reception. The doorway shimmered. A shape stood there.

A woman. Just a hint. Big hair. Bright shirt pulled too tight over a body that looked wrong in the way mannequins looked wrong. Then the image snapped into static and vanished, leaving only the blank white of the door again.

He sucked in a breath that scraped his throat. The world held still.

Dotty didn’t react. Of course she didn’t.

“Great,” he muttered. “She’s back.”

He’d seen her before. In the store. In the hallway. At the edge of the hospital bed that might have been his and might have been someone else’s. Always too bright. Always where she shouldn’t be. Reality’s bad copy-paste job.

He rubbed his eyes. His fingertips came away damp. For a second he thought it was blood. It wasn’t. Just sweat. He didn’t remember sweating.

Consequence.

Jim had said that once. Or several times. Hard to tell now.

Everything has consequence, Georgie. You just forget the bill until it shows up.

He heard that in a voice that wasn’t quite human and not quite not.

He looked at the microwave again. 3:09 now. The stove stubborn at 2:41. The wall clock dead at 12:19. Time had become a committee that refused to agree.

Objective, he thought, trying to grab at something linear.

You woke up on the floor. Jacket gone. Notebook says you took it. You don’t remember. That’s the problem. That’s today’s problem.

He opened the notebook again. Dotty lifted her paws with a small offended sound. He turned to the very back. The last page.

Most of it was empty.

At the top, in small, careful letters, like he’d written them on a good day:

If you don’t remember 13, stop.

The pen dropped out of his hand. Hit the table. Rolled. Fell to the floor. The clack of plastic on tile sounded like a judgment.

He stared at the sentence until the letters blurred.

“Too late,” he said. It sounded like someone else.

He tried, for a moment, to reach for Attempt 13. For any slice of it. A flash. A sound. The feel of the jacket on his shoulders. Rain on his face. The dashboard light. Frank’s profile in the dark.

Nothing.

His head throbbed. Not like a headache. Like something trying to push out from the inside.

He closed his eyes.

Breathe in. He smelled stale toast, cat hair, the faint sharpness of whatever cleaner the downstairs neighbor used in the hall.

Breathe out. His chest hurt. Old hurt. Not hospital fresh. Just the ache that never left.

Maybe you listened to yourself, he thought. Maybe you did stop. Maybe this is what stopping looks like.

The cheap plastic of the notebook dug into his palm. His fingers had curled around it without him noticing.

“If I stopped,” he said quietly, “then why am I on the floor again?”

Dotty’s tail flicked once. Her fur lifted along her spine in a static wave. She looked past him, toward the half-window over the sink.

He followed her gaze.

Outside, the world looked normal. Gray morning, or maybe afternoon. Hard to tell through the dirty glass. Cars parked crooked along the curb. A trash can knocked over, lid missing. Somebody had left a white foam takeout box on the sidewalk. Something in it had started to collapse into itself.

He squinted. For a second, the sky beyond the cluttered buildings didn’t look like sky. It looked too flat. Too still. Like someone had painted it on a wall and forgotten to add depth.

Then his head pulsed, and it was just sky again. Boring. Honest blue-gray.

He turned back to the table. The notebook waited.

If you don’t remember 13, stop.

His hand moved before his better sense could speak up. He flipped the pen off the floor with his foot, caught it, uncapped it.

The page after the warning was blank.

He put the pen down on it.

The first word came out messier than he meant it to.

Attempt 14 —

He stopped. The pen hovered. His hand shook.

“You’re an idiot,” he told himself. The kitchen did not argue.

He finished the line.

Attempt 14 — check what changed.

He let the pen fall. The ink made a small dot where it hit.

Dotty made a soft, disapproving noise and turned away from the window. Her eyes were too bright in the flickering light.

Georgie looked at the empty chair one more time. The absence of the jacket felt like a mouth open on the wrong side of the world.

He shoved the notebook into the inside pocket of a different coat hanging on the closet door. Not the blue one. A thinner one he didn’t care about. Keys in the pocket. Wallet. Hospital bracelet still in his jeans.

He took a breath that didn’t quite fill his lungs.

Objective: see what changed.

He reached for the doorknob.

His fingers hovered there for a second, trembling over cheap metal worn smooth by years of leaving and coming back and leaving again.

Behind him, the fluorescent light flickered hard enough that the room dropped into shadow for a heartbeat.

In that heartbeat he saw, not with his eyes, but somewhere behind them, a road wet with rain and a car that hadn’t yet learned it was about to be important.

The light snapped back on.

Georgie closed his hand around the knob.

If you don’t remember 13, stop.

He turned it anyway.
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The hallway smelled like somebody tried to kill mold with cheap lemon cleaner and lost.

Georgie locked his door, then jiggled the knob once, twice. Habit. The metal was warm under his fingers, like somebody else had just done the same thing from the other side.

He listened.

Old pipes in the walls. A TV through plaster, laugh track turned down low. Somewhere below, a baby coughed. The fluorescent tube at the end of the corridor hummed and flickered, casting the whole hallway in a sick aquarium light.

Dotty sat just inside his apartment, staring out through the gap before the door closed. Her eyes were two flat coins in the dim.

“Stay,” he told her. “Guard the notebook.”

She blinked slowly, unimpressed, tail flicking once. He shut the door.

His right shoe flapped on the worn carpet as he walked. The sole slapped a half-beat behind each step, like he was being followed by a cheaper, sadder version of himself.

Objective, he reminded himself. Check what changed.

He pressed the elevator button. It lit up. The building thought about it for a long time. Somewhere above, machinery groaned. The light went out again.

“Yeah, that tracks,” he said.

He took the stairs.

By the third flight his breath came rough. Chest tight. Nothing dramatic. Just out of practice. He told himself that made sense. Time travel didn’t count as cardio.

On the second-floor landing the wallpaper changed for half a second.

It went from water-stained beige to a hospital off-white. Same crack, different paint. A flash of a handrail where there wasn’t one. A phantom squeak of rubber soles. The smell of antiseptic punched through the lemon cleaner.

Then it was gone again.

Georgie paused, hand on the rail, knuckles gone white. He could still feel the cool metal of the hospital rail under his palm, fingers remembering grooves that weren’t there.

“Noted,” he said quietly. “We’re bleeding.”

He kept going.

Outside, the parking lot was a rectangle of cracked asphalt pretending to be a real lot. Oil stains mapped out old dramas. Cigarette butts formed constellations no one had named. Someone’s red sedan sat on four mismatched tires and a prayer.

His own car waited where it always did. Third space from the dumpster. The paint was the kind of gray that came from a dealer calling it “graphite” to distract from how cheap it was. The front bumper had a long scar from a parking miscalculation three years ago. The passenger door had a ding near the handle the size of a fist.

He put his hand on the hood. It was cool. He hadn’t driven it yet today. Or what he thought was today.

The passenger seatbelt hung loose through the window, trapped by the closed door. That was wrong. He never did that. He hated the slap of the belt against the car when he drove.

He stared at it.

The fabric flapped once in a slight breeze. Like it was waving him over.

He swallowed. The metallic taste in his mouth sharpened.

“Okay,” he said. “So jacket and seatbelt. Something’s very safety-conscious in this version.”

He unlocked the driver door. The click sounded a little out of time with the movement, like the audio was lagging a frame behind the picture.

He slid behind the wheel. The driver seat creaked. The familiar sag welcomed his weight, then complained about it. The car smelled like old fast food, dust, and the ghost of pine from an air freshener that had died six months back.

On the passenger seat, an empty coffee cup sat in the indentation where Frank used to drop his stuff. Cheap gas station kind. The logo was wrong. A brand he didn’t recognize. The lid was off. A coffee ring stained the cardboard.

He picked it up. It was cold. The cardboard left a faint smell of stale sugar and burned beans on his fingers.

He didn’t drink coffee in the car. Not anymore. Not since—

His brain backed away from the rest of that thought like it was too close to a drop.

The cup had a name written on the side in black marker.

FRANK.

The letters were big and sloppy. The R almost ate the A. The K trailed off like the barista had gotten distracted near the end.

Georgie’s grip tightened. The cup crumpled a little under his hand.

“Funny,” he said, voice flat. “Very funny.”

He turned it slowly. The other side of the cup held a small, smudged smiley face.

He put the cup back in the holder. Carefully. Like it might explode.

His hands were shaking.

He reached for the passenger belt, meaning to pull it in through the window. The webbing was damp. Not wet. Just a coolness that didn’t belong in this weather.

He shut the door.

For a moment, sitting there, hands on the wheel, he felt twenty seconds from something he couldn’t name. Breath too fast. Chest tight. The air inside the car too small.

You were supposed to be in that seat.

The thought wasn’t words so much as a bruise pressed from the inside.

He stared at the windshield. The world beyond it wavered. The sky over the parking lot flattened out, color leached. For a second it looked like painted scenery, a backdrop hanging just beyond the front bumper. No depth. No distance. Just gray.

It rippled.

He blinked. The sky went back to being sky. Cloudy. Nothing special.

“Sea,” he whispered, before he knew he was going to say it. The word left a film on his tongue.

He turned the key.

The engine coughed, then caught. The dashboard lights flared. Check engine. Airbag. Seatbelt. All doing their little dance before settling.

The radio kicked on halfway through some overproduced pop song. A woman singing about never going back, auto-tuned to death.

He turned the volume down. Not off. Just low enough that it sounded like noise from someone else’s car.

Reverse. Back out. Straighten. Drive.

Objective. Check what changed.

He didn’t go to the road.

Not yet.

His stomach wanted something first. Or he told himself that. Really, he wanted something smaller to look at. A place where wrongness couldn’t kill anyone.

He pulled onto the street. The world moved past his windows in slow strips. Houses pretending they weren’t tired. A church with a letter missing from its sign. CALLING ALL S ANERS.

At the corner, the True Cents store lurked in its strip of half-dead businesses. The sign above the door buzzed. TRUE CENTS! in big, cheery letters, the exclamation point flickering like it regretted the enthusiasm.

He turned into the lot.

The smell hit him before he killed the engine. Lemon cleaner, cardboard, plastic. A hint of something fried from the cheap chicken place two doors down. It was all woven together into a single scent that said: everything here is almost what you want.

He parked crooked. Didn’t fix it. The flapping shoe made soft complaints as he walked to the door.

The automatic doors were supposed to slide open when you stepped on the rubber mat. They hesitated, then juddered halfway, stopped, then opened the rest of the way in a reluctant jerk. Everything in this place worked like it had to be talked into it.

He stepped inside.

TRUE CENTS came with its own climate. Not quite cold, not quite warm. A persistent hum from the big fridges in the back. The light overhead was too bright and somehow still dingy. It made everything look tired and a little less real.

The air smelled wrong. Different wrong than usual.

The lemon cleaner was stronger today, trying too hard. Underneath it, something sour. Maybe the mop water hadn’t been changed between aisles. Maybe the meat cooler had decided to give up.

Georgie grabbed a red plastic basket from the stack near the door. It was sticky. He didn’t want to know why.

A TV mounted high in a corner played something with the sound off. Some daytime talk show. People on a couch gesturing wildly. Their mouths moved without words.

As he passed under it, the channel flicked for half a second. A hospital waiting room appeared. Television on a wall. Creased plastic chairs. A can of creamed corn in close-up on the screen, rotating slowly on a white plate while a too-bright voiceover promised comfort.

The angle was wrong for him to see that from where he stood.

He stopped. Looked up.

Daytime talk again. Guests laughing. Applause graphics on the screen.

He shook his head once. Hard.

“Cool,” he said. “We’re doing split-screen reality now.”

He pretended he was here to buy something. Chips. Cat litter. Cheap coffee that tasted like regret. Something.

The first aisle was canned goods and boxed meals. Rows of off-brand soup and almost-mac-and-cheese. Boxes with smiles that didn’t reach the cartoon eyes. He moved past them, basket bumping against his leg.

He tried to move like he was just shopping.

But his eyes caught on things.

A can of corn with no label, just a plain silver cylinder. A package of cookies with the picture printed twice, slightly offset, so it looked blurry even when he stopped. A jar of pickles whose brine looked too clear.

He turned down the snack aisle.

Kids’ cereal. Chips. Popcorn that promised MOVIE NIGHT in big letters and delivered chemical butter in a bag. Halfway down, he saw her.

She stood with her back to him, studying a shelf of crackers as if it contained state secrets. Mid-thirties, about five-seven, short dark hair, upright posture that made her look taller than she was. Beautiful in a severe, almost theatrical way. Her name tag read MARCIA. She wore the store uniform badly, as if the fabric had been assigned to the wrong reality and was still trying to catch up. He knew she was Latina, though he couldn’t have said why except that some details arrived fully formed in this place, like they’d been waiting for him.

He froze. Breath caught halfway in.

“In aisle three now,” he said under his breath. “That’s new.”

He had seen her before. Different places. Wrong places. In the hospital doorway once. At the end of a bar that didn’t exist anymore. Always in the periphery. Too bright. Like she was rendered at a higher resolution than the rest of the world.

He told himself this could still just be a person. People existed. Employees stocked crackers. Name tags happened.

Marcia reached for a box. Her arm glitched.

For one second it moved twice. A double exposure. One hand on one box, the second hand reaching just to the left, fingers closing on nothing. Then the extra arm was gone and she had the crackers.

Georgie’s skin crawled.

She turned her head slightly. Not enough to see him. Just enough that he caught the angle of her jaw, the overdrawn lips, the eyes that didn’t quite track the shelf. Like someone had painted them on a mask and forgotten to align them with the holes.

He took a step back. The flapping shoe clipped the edge of a display of off-brand cola. A bottle wobbled, then settled.

Her head twitched. Almost a glitch of its own. She didn’t turn around.

He forced his legs to move, pushing the basket along as if gravity, not fear, was in charge.

Objective, he told himself. What changed. Not her. That’s just bleed. Noise. Don’t chase noise.

He cut across an aisle and ended up by the small freezer case that held sad ice cream and bags of frozen vegetables that had probably seen things.

The hum here was louder.

He reached for the glass door. His hand left a print on it, slightly smeared. For a heartbeat, there were two prints. One a fraction of a second behind the other. Then the second faded, leaving just the one.

He leaned in. His reflection looked back at him. Pale. Dark circles under his eyes like bruises. Stubble too long. Hair doing its own thing.

Behind his reflection, something moved.

For a fraction of a second there was another him. Standing one step closer to the freezer. Same jacket. Same face. But the eyes were wrong. Older. Tired in a way he didn’t have words for.

The other Georgie lifted a hand, as if to touch the glass.

Then he was alone again.

His heart punched his ribs once. Hard.

He stepped back. The basket hit his thigh and he almost dropped it.

“Okay,” he said. His voice was too loud in the aisle. “Okay, that’s new.”

The freezer hummed. The glass fogged a little at the edges, then cleared.

From somewhere behind him, a woman laughed. The sound was a half-second out of sync with itself.

He turned. Slowly.

Marcia stood at the end of the aisle now, basket on her arm, crackers inside. She looked right at him.

Her eyes were the wrong color. Not because they were impossible. Just because he knew they had been brown last time. Now they were a flat, medium blue. Drugstore contact lenses pressed over something that wanted to be seen.

“You always make that face,” she said.

It hit him like a slap. Not the words. The fact that she was speaking to him at all.

“I—what?”

She smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes. “That face. Like you just smelled something you can’t find. Every time you come in here, same thing.”

Every time.

He groped for the grip of the freezer door, needed something solid. The plastic was slick under his palm.

“How many times,” he asked carefully, “have I come in here?”

She tilted her head. Thought about it. The movement stuttered for a second, like a video buffering.

“Lots,” she said finally. “You’re the guy with the cat food and the notebooks.” Her gaze flicked down to his empty basket, then back up. “And the sad eyes.”

Her pupils dilated too fast, then shrank.

“You sure you’re okay, hon?” she asked.

Hon.

He searched her face for seams. For pixels. For any sign that she was aware of what she was.

Bleed. Jim had called it that once. When the same scenes started replaying with small variations. When the people inside them began to carry echoes without memories.

He forced a kind of smile. It felt like moving a rusted hinge.

“Just tired,” he said. “Long night.”

She nodded like he’d given the right answer. “Mm-hm. You look it.” She turned away. As she walked, her outline blurred for a second, widening, then pulling back in, like reality was trying to decide how much space to give her.

He watched her go until she turned the corner.

His throat felt dry. He swallowed and tasted metal again.

He realized his hands hurt. He’d been gripping the basket handle hard enough to dig the plastic into his palms.

Objective.

He put the basket down on the floor. The plastic made a flat sound.

He walked to the back of the store, past the cleaning supplies, past the aisle of sad seasonal decorations telling lies about holidays. The off-brand scent of lemon cleaner grew stronger, mixed now with bleach and something sourer.

The bathroom was for “CUSTOMERS ONLY!” according to the sign and for “NO ONE IF WE CAN HELP IT” according to the state of the door.

He didn’t go in.

Next to the bathroom was the little manager’s office. The door was open just enough to see a desk, an old computer, a bulletin board with faded notices.

And a clipboard.

The clipboard hung on a hook just outside the door. INVENTORY LOG. A pen was tied to it with fraying string.

He stepped closer.

The log was a table of dates and scribbled signatures. Columns for counts. Numbers nobody would ever check.

He ran his finger down the list.

March 10. March 10. March 10.

The date repeated down five lines. Five different handwritings. Same day. Same shift time. 3–11.

The last two looked like his handwriting.

He stared at them.

The pen hanging from the string twitched. Just a little. Like someone had brushed it going past. Except no one had.

He reached out and turned to the next page.

March 10. March 10. March 10.

The ink colors changed. Blue. Black. Blue. Red. The dates stayed the same.

A headache sliced through his forehead, sharp and clean, like someone had drawn a line from temple to temple.

He squeezed his eyes shut for a second. Opened them.

The page now had a different date at the top.

March 11.

His own name scribbled next to the last entry. G. Wells. The S trailing off into nothing.

He hadn’t written that. He would have remembered writing that. He would have remembered coming to do inventory. He couldn’t even be trusted to count change in his own wallet.

Behind his eyes, for a second, he saw a different version of this room. Brighter. Newer. A younger him at the desk, laughing at something someone said behind him. A woman’s voice. Janet. Or was it Jane? The name slipped away when he reached for it.

He smelled hospital soap again. The distant beep of a monitor. A TV playing that same creamed corn ad on a loop.

He let go of the clipboard like it had shocked him.

The chain swung once. Twice. Then hung still.

“Okay,” he whispered. “Okay, so Attempt 13 did something with time. Great. Love that for me.”

His mouth felt numb on one side. He rubbed at his cheek with the back of his hand. It tingled slow.

He walked back toward the front. His steps didn’t quite line up with the sound they made. For a few beats, his footfalls came half a second late, like someone was adding them in post.

At the register, the cashier was a teenager with a face full of acne and apathy. Except in the space between blinks, Georgie saw an older man with thinning hair and a badge that said WILBUR. Then the teenager again. Then nobody for a breath.

He blinked.

The kid was there. Chewing gum. Looking at his phone.

“You find everything you didn’t know you needed?” the kid asked without looking up.

Georgie realized he had nothing in his hands. No basket. No items. He’d left the basket by the freezer.

“Just passing through,” he said.

The kid shrugged. “You already bought your stuff, man. But okay.”

His skin went cold.

“What?”

Now the kid looked up. Squinted at him like he was the weird one here. “You were just up here. Like, five minutes ago. Cat food. Two notebooks. Couple of those nasty frozen dinners?” He gestured with his chin toward the freezer aisle. “I remember the shirt.”

Georgie looked down at himself. Same shirt. Faded band logo half-peeling. He’d had it for years. He would have remembered talking to this kid in it.

He glanced at the counter. The receipt printer sat quiet. No recent paper snake curling out of it. The little display showed the default: WELCOME TRUE CENTS FAMILY!

“Do you have the receipt?” Georgie asked.

The kid tapped a few buttons. The screen changed. Lines of tiny numbers appeared. Time stamps. Item codes.

“Yeah,” he said. “See? 3:02 p.m.” He turned the screen a little. “That’s you, dude. Cat food, notebooks, three ‘MEAT ENTREE, BEEF-LIKE’ things.” He wrinkled his nose. “Seriously, you eat those?”

3:02.

The microwave at home had said 3:07 when he woke up on the floor.

Georgie swallowed. His throat felt too narrow.

“Can you print it?” he asked.

The kid shrugged. Hit a button. The printer whirred and spat out a short strip of paper. He tore it off and handed it over.

Georgie took it.

TRUE CENTS #2148 3:02 PM 1 CAT FOOD CHNKY 1.29 2 NOTEBOOK CLR PLASTIC 0.99 3 ENTREE BF-LIKE 1.49 TOTAL 7.55

At the bottom, in smaller letters, it said:

THANK YOU, GEORGE.

The name burned.

“Did I say anything?” Georgie asked. “When I was up here.”

The kid popped his gum. Thought about it. His forehead wrinkled.

“You asked if we sold jackets,” he said. “Then you laughed. Kinda weirdly.” He shrugged again. “Then you left.”

Jackets.

Georgie folded the receipt. The paper shook between his fingers. He jammed it into his pocket.

Behind him, someone cleared their throat.

He turned.

A man in a brown jacket stood by the endcap of laundry detergent. Late forties. Hair cut too short to be accidental. Hands in his pockets like he was trying not to touch anything.

Jim.

He looked like he always did when he decided to look like something. Politely unremarkable. The kind of man you forgot as soon as he walked away.

Except Georgie never forgot Jim. He forgot everything around him, but not Jim. That was part of the deal.

“Afternoon, Georgie,” Jim said. His voice slid into the space between sounds. Not loud. Inescapable.

The kid at the register didn’t look up. Didn’t react.

Georgie’s jaw clenched. “You shouldn’t be here.”

Jim’s eyes did a quick flick over the store. Over the freezer. Over the clipboard. Over the aisle where Marcia had disappeared.

“I could say the same,” Jim said. He nodded toward Georgie’s hand. “How’s the jacket situation?”

Georgie balled his fist so the receipt crinkled inside it. “Gone.”

“Good,” Jim said.

“Not good,” Georgie snapped, louder than he meant. The cashier glanced up, then back down.

Jim’s expression didn’t change. He shifted his weight, the way people do when they’re about to say something they’ve said too many times already.

“How much of this morning do you remember?” he asked.

Georgie opened his mouth to answer. Nothing came out.

He tried to reach back.

He could see the floor. The cold linoleum. Dotty on the counter. The chair without the jacket. The notebook. The warning. The new line. Check what changed.

Before that, just static. A smear of sensation. Rain. A dashboard. A voice. Then nothing.

He swallowed. “Enough.”

Jim’s gaze sharpened. “Try again.”

Georgie looked away. The TV in the corner flickered. For a second, the creamed corn ad returned. A close-up of yellow mush, shining under studio lights.

He tasted salt and metal and hospital air.

“Attempt 13,” Jim said quietly. “You don’t have it, do you.”

Georgie squeezed his eyes shut. The pain behind them flared. “No.”

Jim sighed. It was a tired sound, older than his face.

“That’s what happens,” he said. “You keep carving at the same moment, you lose chunks of yourself. I told you that.”

“You also told me it was my choice,” Georgie said. His voice shook. “Remember that part?”

“I didn’t say it was a good choice.” Jim took a step closer. Too close. The air around him felt a few degrees off. Not colder. Not warmer. Just wrong.

“We’re done,” Jim continued. “You’ve hit the limit.”

Georgie laughed. It came out sharp and ugly. “The sticky note said three. We are so far past three.”

“That note was optimistic,” Jim said. “This is me being realistic. You’re losing attempts, Georgie. Whole ones. They don’t come back.”

He held up his hand.

In his palm sat something small and gray. Georgie squinted at it. It looked like an old-fashioned hearing aid. Or a bit of high-tech earbud that had lost its marketing budget. The surface shimmered faintly, like it wasn’t staying in one version of itself.

“What’s that?” Georgie said. It came out flat. He didn’t have curiosity left, just habit.

“Containment,” Jim said. “Failsafe. I’ve been patient. Dotty’s been... indulgent.” His mouth twitched. “You’re tearing holes. I’ve had to patch more than you want to know.”

Georgie’s hand twitched toward his pocket. The notebook there felt like it was burning through the fabric.

“I’m not done,” he said. “The road—”

“The road happened,” Jim cut in. No warmth now. “It’s done. This isn’t about the road anymore. This is about you still being a person when you wake up.”

Georgie felt the floor tilt under him. The overhead lights buzzed louder.

“What changed?” he asked, throat tight. “That’s all I wanted to see. You know. You always know. So tell me. What did thirteen do?”

Jim’s jaw flexed once.

“I’m not allowed to tell you that,” he said softly.

“Not allowed.” Georgie let out a breath that was almost a shout. “You’re not allowed. But I am allowed to get dementia on purpose in a dollar store, is that it?”

The cashier glanced up again, frowning, then went back to pretending he couldn’t hear.

Jim’s gaze didn’t move. “You were supposed to stop at ten.”

“Yeah,” Georgie said. “Well. I was supposed to ride with him too. We see how that worked out.”

The room went very, very still. The hum of the freezers, the buzz of the lights, the faint squeak of someone’s cart—everything dropped one layer down.

Jim’s eyes softened for a second. “You can’t fix that.”

“I can try,” Georgie said. He was aware of how childish it sounded. How stubborn. Didn’t care. “I am trying.”

“You’re erasing yourself,” Jim said.

“Maybe I deserve that.”

“No.” The word was sharp enough to cut. “That’s your grief talking. Not logic.”

Georgie stepped closer. Close enough that he could see the faint stubble on Jim’s jaw, the tiny scar near his ear. Details designed to make him believable.

“Logic doesn’t watch its kid die in the dark,” Georgie said, quiet now. “Logic wasn’t supposed to be there and wasn’t.”

They stood like that for a long moment. The store moved around them in slow, meaningless patterns. A woman pushed a cart past, eyes sliding right over them. A child begged for candy in the next aisle, voice echoing wrong.

Jim closed his hand around the device. When he opened it again, it was gone.

“Dotty can’t keep doing this,” he said. “She’s not built for it. Neither are you.”

“She’s a cat,” Georgie said. “She’ll sleep it off.”

“She’s not just a cat,” Jim said. “And she won’t.”

His head pounded. The edges of the shelves fuzzed.

“Give me one more,” Georgie said. He didn’t mean to say it. It spilled out of him. “One more clean one. No missing pieces. I’ll stop after that. I swear.”

Jim’s expression shifted. Something like anger ghosted across it, then something like sympathy, then nothing.

“You can’t swear,” Jim said. “You won’t remember making the promise.”

He reached out. For a second Georgie thought he was going to touch his arm.

Instead, Jim plucked something out of the air between them.

It looked like dust. Like a tiny gray particle caught in a beam of fake store light. It twisted between Jim’s fingers, then dissolved.

“You already lost part of thirteen on your way here,” Jim said. “How much more do you want to give up on an accident that doesn’t care about you?”

The question landed heavy.

Georgie’s tongue felt thick. The metallic taste was almost overwhelming now. He thought of the empty jacket chair. The cup with Frank’s name. The clipboard with the same day written over itself.

“Frank cared,” he said. It sounded pathetic even to his own ears.

Jim’s gaze didn’t soften this time.

“Frank died,” he said. “That’s what he did. That’s all that moment is now. You’re the one trying to make it do tricks.”

The fluorescent light above them flickered, then went dim for two beats. In that dimness, Georgie saw the outline of waves that weren’t waves. A line where the world used to stop.

Then the light came back.

Marcia pushed her cart past and smiled at him like they’d never spoken.

“Afternoon, hon,” she said. “You find everything?”

He opened his mouth. Closed it again.

Jim stepped back.

“You walk out of here,” Jim said quietly, “go home, and sleep, maybe you get to keep ten. Maybe eleven. Maybe you and Dotty get a few more boring years with bad TV and worse dinners.”

He shrugged. It was almost human. “You keep cutting at the wound—”

He didn’t finish.

He didn’t have to.

Georgie felt the receipt in his pocket like a hot coal. 3:02 PM. Jackets. Notebooks. A version of him he didn’t remember had already done this once today.

“You done threatening me?” Georgie asked.

Jim sighed. The sound seemed to deflate the space around them. “This isn’t a threat. It’s a forecast.”

He turned toward the door. For a second, as he walked, his outline blurred. Not like Marcia’s. Different. Less glitch, more... options. Like the space he took up could be refitted somewhere else.

“We’re not the enemy here, Georgie,” Jim said over his shoulder. “Entropy is.”

“Feels like a team effort from where I’m standing,” Georgie said.

Jim chuckled once. No humor in it. “You always did have a mouth on you.”

The door opened for him before he reached it. He stepped through. The glass slid shut. When Georgie blinked, Jim was gone. No figure in the parking lot. No brown jacket. Just cars and sky.

The cashier stared at his phone. Marcia was comparing two brands of off-brand cereal like it was the hardest decision of her life.

Georgie’s hands were numb.

He walked back to the freezer aisle because he couldn’t think of anything else to do. The basket was still on the floor. He picked it up because leaving it felt like losing.

He grabbed a box at random. Something frozen. Meat-like. Didn’t look at the label.

He went to the cat food aisle. Took a bag of whatever was on sale. Dotty would judge him no matter what he bought.

At the front, the kid scanned his things without comment.

“Back again, huh,” he said casually.

Georgie’s breath snagged. “What?”

The kid shrugged. “Deja vu. Guess this day just feels long.”

The receipt printed. Georgie took it.

TRUE CENTS #2148 3:21 PM 1 CAT FOOD CHNKY 1.29 1 ENTREE BF-LIKE 1.49

THANK YOU, GEORGE.

He folded this one more carefully. Put it in a different pocket.

As he stepped outside, the air felt wrong. Thinner. The sky above the lot looked fine until he stared at it too long. Then it flattened again. Depth leaked out of it.

Sea.

The word sat at the back of his throat.

He stood there between the automatic doors and his car, plastic bag cutting into his fingers, flapping shoe tapping on tired asphalt.

Objective: check what changed.

Answer: everything is starting to.

He looked at his car.

On the passenger side, just below the window, a streak of mud curved across the door in a familiar arc. Like something had hit it. Or like another car’s bumper had kissed it at speed.

His stomach dropped in a slow, controlled fall.

He didn’t remember that mark.

He didn’t remember Attempt 13.

The air around him hummed.

If you don’t remember 13, stop.

He walked toward the car anyway.
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