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Part One: The Accident
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Chapter 1: The Charity Shop
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Arthur Mercer had been sorting records for seventeen minutes when he first noticed the weather had changed. Through the front window of *Second Chances*, the charity shop where he’d spent three mornings a week for the past eight years, the May sunlight had shifted from that bright, almost aggressive clarity of late spring into something softer, more forgiving. Clouds were gathering over the municipal car park across the street, and the oak tree that Arthur had watched grow from a sapling—back when Margaret was still alive—now cast shadows that moved like the second hand on a clock.

He should probably have mentioned this to Patricia, who managed the shop. She worried about rain damaging the stock. But Arthur had learned long ago that Patricia had her own rhythm, her own worries that orbited her like planets, and his observations rarely changed their trajectories.

“Arthur, love, these boxes came in this morning from the estate sale on Whitmore Road. The family said to price them as we see fit.” Patricia had dumped three cardboard boxes by the stockroom door at nine o’clock, then disappeared into the back to sort through a donation of China cups and saucers. That was eight hours ago.

The boxes smelled of old attics—that particular mustiness that comes from decades of papers, textiles, and the accumulated dust of lives lived quietly. Arthur, who had spent forty-two years teaching history, understood the archaeological weight of such smells. Every box told a story, if you knew how to listen.

The records came first. They always did when Arthur was doing the sorting. His collection at home numbered over three thousand albums, alphabetized, cross-referenced, catalogued in a leather-bound notebook he’d started in 1987. Most people thought he was obsessive. Margaret had called it “your beautiful madness,” and she’d said it with such affection that Arthur had never quite managed to take it as a criticism.

He held up a copy of *Hunky Dory*, the cover slightly creased but the vinyl itself in remarkable condition. Someone, at some point, had loved this record enough to keep it safe. He priced it at £8.99, a fair price for a copy in this condition, and set it aside in the stack that would go to the music section—three shelves in the corner that Arthur had reorganized last month into a more logical system than the scattered chaos he’d found.

The next album was a Columbia Records pressing of Glenn Miller’s greatest hits. Arthur smiled slightly, the way he did when he encountered the fossils of other people’s tastes. He could see the owner’s life in these choices—'Hunky Dory’ for the young, rebellious spark; Glenn Miller for the sensible maturity that followed. Arthur priced it at £4.50.

Box number two contained mostly cassettes—a format Arthur found genuinely puzzling in its impermanence. Cassettes degraded. Their spools tangled. They were an inferior medium, yet somehow, in the 1980s and 1990s, they’d conquered the world. He sorted through them methodically: 






	Tom Waits, 

	The Cure, 

	some compilation called “Now That’s What I Call Music! Volume 47”, 

	a bootleg copy of The Beatles recorded off the radio.


These he bundled into a plastic crate labelled CASSETTES - 50p EACH. Patricia wouldn’t be able to give them away, but that wasn’t the point. The point was to try.

It was the contents of box three that made Arthur pause.

At first, he thought it was just more records—the corner of a cardboard sleeve visible beneath a tangle of old magazines and what appeared to be a broken record player. But when he carefully extracted the item, he found himself holding something unexpected: a reel-to-reel tape, the kind that had dominated recording studios in the 1960s and 1970s, before cassettes took over. And accompanying it, nestled in the same deteriorating box, was an old Philips cassette player-recorder, the kind someone might have used to transfer analogue recordings in the early 1980s.

There was no label on the reel itself. The cardboard box that once held it had long since dissolved into damp fragments. The tape itself—a faded cream colour, slightly warped—appeared to be homemade.

Arthur held it up to the light from the window, studying it the way an archaeologist might examine a pottery shard. Without proper equipment, he couldn’t play it. The reel-to-reel machines had become scarce. Digital had eaten everything. He’d sold his own unit fifteen years ago, a decision he still regretted when he thought about it, which he tried not to do.

He considered throwing it away. No one used reel-to-reel anymore. It was obsolete technology, the kind of thing that gathered dust in estate sales for a reason.

But Arthur had made a promise to Margaret, years ago, that he would never throw away music without understanding what it was first. It was one of the last promises he’d kept with any consistency.

He set the tape aside in a box marked ELECTRICS - SORTING, a box that Patricia usually shipped off to a recycling centre. Then he went back to the records.

By one o’clock, Arthur had sorted through enough materials to fill four donation bags and create two piles for the shop floor: thirty-seven records and CDs that would eventually find homes with other music lovers, and a cassette collection that would probably sit on the shelf for months before Patricia quietly removed them to storage.

Patricia appeared from the back room with a Tesco bag containing her lunch sandwich wrapped in a cling film and a bottle of Coca-Cola that was already condensing in the warm air. She was seventy-two, wore her hair in a white perm that looked like something from the 1980s, and had run the shop for twelve years since her husband had a stroke. She’d never asked Arthur why he volunteered. She’d simply said, when he’d first come in asking if they needed help, “Tuesday and Wednesday mornings? Yes. Thank you.”

“You’re a lifesaver, Arthur,” she said now, surveying the organized stacks with the satisfaction of someone who’d learned to appreciate small victories.

“Just sorting,” Arthur replied. “There’s a reel-to-reel in the electrics box. Unlabelled. Might be worth checking before you send it to recycling.”

Patricia barely glanced at it. “Probably just some old home recordings. Who listens to those anymore?” But she set the box aside, the way she did with most of his suggestions. “Do you want your tea now? I made extra.”

They took their tea—strong, with milk, no sugar for either of them—to the small back room where Patricia had her desk, surrounded by donation forms and the organized chaos of her recordkeeping. Outside, the rain that Arthur had predicted had begun, a soft patter against the high window.

“How are you managing?” Patricia asked, the way she did every few weeks. It was her version of the kindness that had sustained Arthur for the past four years, 127 days since Margaret’s death. Not intrusive, not requiring him to perform his grief, but present.

“Fine,” Arthur said, and meant it in the specific way he always did—which is to say that he was surviving, had found a rhythm, was no longer in the acute phase of loss but rather in the chronic phase, where one simply learned to move around the empty spaces in one’s life.

“That’s good,” Patricia said. She didn’t ask if he was lonely. People rarely did, as if loneliness was a contagion best avoided. Arthur appreciated this about her.

He left the shop at half past three, as he always did on Tuesdays, walking back to the small, terraced house in Hartley Street that he’d shared with Margaret for thirty-eight years. The rain had lessened to drizzle, the kind that barely wetted the pavement. The neighbourhood was quiet—retirement estates and young families, two groups that rarely intersected except at the shops and the primary school.

He spent the evening as he spent most evenings: organizing his own collection, making notations in his ledger, listening to records on the high-fidelity system that Margaret had urged him to buy decades ago. Tonight, he played Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, a record he’d owned since 1967, still in its original sleeve with the accompanying booklet. He could recite the credits as easily as he could recite the dates of English monarchs: John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison, Ringo Starr, recorded at EMI Studios in London between December 1966 and March 1967.

Magic, Margaret used to call it. The way that four men with instruments could create something that made you feel less alone.

Arthur sat in his reading chair—Margaret’s chair, technically, though he’d been sitting in it for so long now it had moulded to his shape—and let the album play through. When it finished, he set the needle back to the beginning and let it play again.

By the time he climbed the stairs to bed, it was past midnight. He followed the same nighttime routine he’d followed for four years: reading a chapter of whatever book he was currently making his way through (currently, a biography of Robert Schumann), taking his sleeping pill, lying in the dark while his mind performed its familiar circuit of memories, regrets, and small satisfactions.

He did not think about the unlabelled reel-to-reel tape. It sat in a box in the charity shop stockroom, gathering dust, unheard and unremarkable.

This would turn out to be the most important oversight of Arthur Mercer’s life.
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Chapter 2: The Algorithm
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Maya Patel had failed her meditation app twice that morning.

The little animated lotus flower that appeared on her phone screen whenever she opened Mindful Mornings—her third attempt at meditation apps, each one selected based on positive reviews and algorithmically generated recommendations—seemed to judge her. The first session, she lasted four minutes before her mind spiralled into anxiety about a client deadline. The second, she made it to seven minutes, but then she’d gotten a notification from her freelance project manager, and she’d broken the one rule of meditation by checking it immediately.

Now she sat in the corner of *The Grind*, her local coffee shop, with her laptop open in front of her and a large oat milk cappuccino growing cold as she stared at the Adobe Animate project timeline. Three weeks to deliver a sixty-second animated explainer video for a fintech startup. Three weeks to make mathematics look exciting.

The café hummed with the ambient sound of productivity: keyboards clacking, occasional murmured conversations, the methodical hiss of the espresso machine behind the counter. Maya had been coming here five days a week for the past two years, ever since she’d gone freelance. Her usual corner had become her office, her therapist, her refuge.

“You’re going to have a stroke,” said Jasper, who also worked from the café and had the unwarranted ability to make jokes about other people’s stress levels. “Seriously. You look like someone who’s trying to accomplish three
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