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​Chapter 1: A Mundane Life in St. Louis
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At precisely 7:23 AM, Charlie Dunkirk's alarm screamed in its hateful way, splitting the pre-dawn silence like a stun grenade to the face. He found the snooze button with a hand he wasn’t entirely sure was his, thumb flopping over the plastic until the device finally shut the hell up. The reprieve lasted 600 seconds, as counted by the sadistic microchip inside, then the alarm sounded again, somehow louder and more personal this time.

Charlie groaned, not the theatrical groan of someone playing up for sympathy, but the animalistic moan of a man who’d been losing the same battle for thirty-four years. The snooze war ended only when he rolled, banged his knee on the bed frame, and realized he was already fifteen minutes late.

He stood, unsteady, naked except for a pair of threadbare boxer shorts whose elastic had seen better decades. In the dim morning, the living room/kitchen/office combo looked like a stage set for an off-Broadway flop called “Depression: The Musical.” Piles of clothes, clean and dirty in a spectacular heap, occupied the one upholstered chair, making it off-limits for sitting or, hell, even looking at. Dishes the color of ancient parchment moldered in the sink, some with archaeological layers of last month’s ramen, others fossilized with congealed peanut butter. The plants on the windowsill—once herbs, now crunchy, sun-bleached sentinels—watched over it all like mourners at an open casket.

Charlie attacked his morning routine with all the dignity of a man picking through a public restroom garbage can. First, socks. He yanked open his designated sock drawer (second from the top, or maybe third, who cared anymore?) and pulled out two specimens: one a tired, gray argyle that had given up on ever looking sharp again, the other bright green with tiny, faded sharks. Charlie blinked at them, shrugged, and jammed both on his feet, left and right.

Boxers were a lost cause—he shimmied into wrinkled slacks, stiff in the thighs from whatever dampness they’d been drying in, and a button-down that had once been crisp, but now carried a permanent crease over the abdomen, the evidence of too many mornings spent hunched over coffee.

His hair stuck up in a defiant shock, like a rooster daring someone to make fun of it. Charlie spat into his palm, attempted to flatten the bedhead, and ended up with a sticky cowlick perched over his right temple.

He looked in the mirror above the chipped bathroom sink and delivered a silent “fuck you” to his own reflection, which glared back with matching disgust. His tie, the same blue-and-white stripe number he wore every goddamn day, knotted into a lopsided noose on the first try, but he spent another minute jerking it tighter, the way you might if you were trying to asphyxiate a particularly stubborn raccoon.

He yawned, tried to will the taste of sleep from his tongue, and wandered toward the kitchen area, drawn by the siren smell of coffee. The Mr. Coffee, an old warhorse with a crack through its glass belly, was already burbling the dregs of a fresh pot. Charlie grabbed the travel mug from its perch atop the microwave, juggled it as the heat seeped through the plastic, then poured with the carelessness of a man who already hated his shirt.

Naturally, the mug overflowed and a stream of scalding brown liquid painted a stripe down his chest, soaking through cotton and sticking the shirt to his skin. The heat was shocking, then numbing, then just cold and clammy. The stain bloomed in a perfect, lewd shape across his chest, like a dirty Rorschach for lost causes.

Charlie considered changing shirts, but looked at the pile on the chair, weighed the options, and decided to hell with it. “Fucking perfect,” he muttered, then dabbed at the spot with a crumbling paper towel, mostly succeeding in spreading the stain and adding little bits of lint to the mix.

He slumped into the only patch of couch not covered in fast food wrappers and calculated the minimum amount of time he needed to not be fired for being late, factoring in bus delays, elevator stoppages, and whether the manager was in an ass-kicking mood today.

In the time it took to chug half his mug and scald his tongue, the world outside brightened a fraction, lighting up the grime-streaked window and throwing the dead herbs into even sharper relief. If he squinted, Charlie could almost make out the traffic snarl at the corner. He had five minutes, give or take, to get his shit together and face the day.

He finished dressing, still damp, jammed his feet into loafers that had lost their shine somewhere back in grad school, and zipped up a windbreaker that only sort of matched the rest of his getup. As a final touch, he sprayed a blast of generic deodorant down his front, hoping to mask the coffee, or at least distract from it with a blinding wave of "Mountain Glacier" scent.

Charlie stopped at the door, did a quick pat-down for keys/wallet/phone, and noticed his phone blinking an angry red—battery at four percent. With a sigh, he backtracked, fished the charger from beneath a mound of pizza boxes, and plugged the phone in for a mercy charge. While he waited, he stood in the entryway, staring at the faded Welcome mat (“W lcome”), and the years-old Christmas card from his mother that still hung crooked on a nail.

The last thing he did before leaving: he took a breath, exhaled all the hope from his lungs, and stepped out, into another day of the same.

The sidewalk was a sheet of frost, patchworked with gum wads and cigarette butts that glittered under the half-hearted sun. Charlie hustled down it with the gait of a man who’d spent too many years sitting, the slap of his shoes on concrete just a half-step ahead of disaster. His travel mug sloshed with every stride, brown liquid arcing up through the ill-fitting lid to scald his palm and the bandaged knuckle from last week’s kitchen mishap. He didn’t even flinch.

Three blocks to the bus stop, and the bus itself was already visible, shuddering and sighing as it bled blue smoke from the tailpipe. Charlie put on a burst of speed, nearly ate curb when his left loafer caught a sneaky ice patch, and managed to keep his feet only because his free hand pinwheeled like a cartoon windmill. He stumbled the last ten yards, the bus doors already hissing closed in slow motion.

He jammed his body through the shrinking gap, scraping his hip against cold metal. The driver, a surly hunk of nicotine and apathy, didn’t even bother with a “watch it” or “you okay?”—just flicked his gaze up and down Charlie’s form, smirked at the coffee-baptized shirt, and punched the accelerator so hard the back wheels jumped the curb.

Inside: Hell, but on a payment plan.

Charlie’s body ricocheted down the aisle. Every seat was filled—office drones like himself, little old ladies bundled in triple layers, a gang of silent teenagers hunched in a tangle of headphones and acne. A dude near the front gnawed a breakfast burrito with so much concentration it might have been a Fabergé egg. There was nowhere to sit. Charlie clung to the nearest pole, planting his feet wide, bracing for the next lurch.

The travel mug, not to be outdone by the morning’s previous disaster, betrayed him again. At the first sharp turn, a wave of coffee leapt out and smacked the ass of a yoga-pants-wearing woman directly ahead of him. She shot him a look—a withering side-eye reserved for perverts and public urinators. He mumbled an apology, one that barely registered over the thrum of the engine and the muzak leaking from the overhead speakers.

The ride was a symphony of bodily functions and deodorant failures. The heating system was stuck in “furnace mode,” and every breath tasted like hot dust and forgotten mold. With every sudden stop, Charlie had to flex every muscle in his body to avoid headbutting the man in front of him, who was already texting at warp speed and would likely not appreciate a mouthful of Charlie’s hair gel.

After what felt like an hour but was actually eleven minutes, the bus finally grinded to a halt at the financial district. Charlie bolted for the exit, was nearly clotheslined by an oncoming suitcase, and staggered onto the curb feeling like a long-lost castaway returned to civilization.

He stood a moment, letting the wind dry the coffee patch on his chest, and squinted up at the glass-and-steel spire of Midwest Mutual Insurance. The building was aggressively bland, thirty stories of nothing special, window after window of people pretending not to wish for death. Charlie trudged in, badge already clipped to his shirt, and navigated the security turnstile with muscle memory.

The elevator was a microcosm of the bus, only with more starch and fewer breakfast burritos. Every man inside wore the same uniform—blue button-down, khaki or black slacks, muted tie. Every woman clutched a phone or tablet, eyes glazed over, faces frozen in the blank expressions of sleepwalkers. No one made a sound. The elevator groaned up to the sixteenth floor, and everyone exhaled in perfect unison as the doors split open.

Charlie walked down the hall, past motivational posters that said things like “SYNERGY” and “TEAMWORK” over photos of people high-fiving on mountaintops. The carpet was industrial gray, stained in places by old coffee mishaps and what looked like blood but was probably just cherry soda.

The open office plan was the pinnacle of human defeat: row after row of beige cubicles, each one slightly too small to fit a full-sized person without some piece of anatomy hanging out. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed in time with the ancient HVAC, both of which had been slowly driving the building’s population insane since the Clinton administration.

Charlie’s cubicle was third from the left, just close enough to the bathroom to smell the urinal cakes, just far enough from the break room to never get fresh coffee. His coworkers barely registered his arrival. The cube farm was a field of hunched backs and pale faces, punctuated by the occasional cough or sneeze. Most of his colleagues wore headphones the size of earmuffs, as if they were in a war zone and not an actuarial department. The others were locked in the kind of existential staring contest only achievable through years of PowerPoint and quarterly reviews.

He dropped into his desk chair, which sighed and tilted backwards about three inches more than it should have, and hit the power button on his work computer. The tower, a relic that might have been used to calculate insurance rates for the Titanic, buzzed and clicked with prehistoric purpose. A solid minute passed. The monitor stayed dark.

Charlie let his head flop back and stared at the acoustic tiles above. One had a spreading brown stain at the center, an ever-expanding Rorschach test for everyone who’d ever considered chewing a bullet on company time.

Another minute. The computer whirred to life, the ancient fan making a sound like a dying blender. The screen blinked blue, then demanded his password, which he typed with two fingers while chugging the remainder of his coffee. Cold, bitter, flecked with the remnants of whatever he'd microwaved last night. It went down like liquid regret.

There was a moment of quiet, the world reduced to the slow crawl of pixels across a booting desktop and the faint, metallic echo of office life unfolding around him. Charlie let it all settle in. If he moved fast, maybe he’d have twenty minutes before the first email landed. It was, honestly, the best part of his day.

By 9:04 AM, Charlie was already four spreadsheets deep into the statistical purgatory that was his job. Midwest Mutual Insurance prided itself on accuracy, which was hilarious, given their tolerance for ancient hardware and human error. Charlie’s task: update the Henderson account with monthly premium adjustments, translate two hundred rows of raw numbers into three clean columns, and then—using only the most byzantine of custom macros—generate a summary page no one would ever read.

He set to it, eyes darting back and forth between monitor and paper, the colors blurring into a single shimmering grid. Each entry, a little tragedy of the American middle class—single moms with maxed-out deductibles, retirees with premiums higher than their pensions, the odd college kid paying for coverage they’d never use. All of it cold, all of it indifferent.

He worked with the stuttering focus of someone simultaneously desperate to impress and certain he was already failing. It was almost relaxing, in the same way that rolling a rock uphill forever could be considered a cardio routine.

Around ten, the atmosphere in the cube farm thickened. The ambient noise rose—clicks, coughs, an out-of-tune whistling from the guy in Facilities. Over in the next pod, Leslie from Customer Solutions was retelling her cat’s trip to the vet, loud enough that Charlie learned more about feline urethras than he’d ever intended.

He was mid-copy-paste when Mr. Reynolds appeared, seemingly teleported from the ninth circle of management. Reynolds was a thin man with no visible facial hair, his jaw clean as a peeled potato, his eyes as cheerful as a tax audit. He never said hello. He didn’t even say Charlie’s first name.

“Dunkirk,” he said, tone flat as drywall. He was holding a printout. “Henderson file. Page seventeen. There’s a typo.”

Charlie’s mouth went dry. He scanned his memory for page seventeen, drew a blank. “I—uh, sorry, I’ll fix it right—”

“This is the third mistake this month.” Reynolds’ voice carried a note of disappointment, but the man didn’t look disappointed. He looked like a doctor observing a fungus under a microscope: professionally interested, but not at all invested in its survival.

“I’ll fix it,” Charlie repeated, but Reynolds was already halfway down the row, delivering small, withering critiques to every cubicle in his path.

A pair of coworkers—Mona and Greg, who shared an inside joke about everything—snickered in his periphery, their laughter instantly stifled when Charlie looked up. He went red, then white, and forced himself back to the screen. Page seventeen. He found the typo. It was the word “benifits.” Goddamn it.

For the next two hours, Charlie worked as if being monitored by sniper scope. Every keystroke double-checked, every formula tested and re-tested, every tiny error an act of personal betrayal. By eleven, the pain in his back had radiated down to his tailbone, and his left hand was cramping in the shape of a claw.

He allowed himself a bathroom break, which doubled as a state-sanctioned escape from his own head. The men’s room was a mausoleum—cold tile, burnt-out lights, the faint odor of industrial lemon. He stood at the urinal and stared at the wall, which bore the ghostly outlines of graffiti scrubbed off decades ago. He wondered if one was his own handiwork, back when he was an intern and thought his life might one day matter.

He killed an extra minute washing his hands, taking deep breaths, then returned to his cubicle to find his phone blinking again—this time, an actual text. For a second, a sliver of hope: maybe old college buddy Joe, or that woman he matched with on Hinge last week. Nope. Just a marketing blast from “WORLD’S BEST SANDWICH,” reminding him to try their Wednesday meatball sub.

He checked his email, too. Seventeen unread, all either corporate bulletins or reminders to update his insurance compliance training. He selected them all and hit delete, imagining the satisfaction of flushing his whole digital life down a black hole.

At 12:02, Charlie reached into his battered lunchbox, a relic from his time temping at a car parts warehouse, and extracted the world’s most depressing sandwich: two slices of store-brand wheat, a thin layer of turkey, one rectangle of pre-sliced cheddar, and no condiments, not even the memory of mayonnaise. He chewed it slowly at his desk, surrounded by the sound of other sad lunches in progress—cellophane crinkling, plastic spoons scraping at yogurt.

He opened Instagram while he ate, immediately regretted it. College acquaintances posed with their perfect wives and perfect dogs, the colors so vibrant they seemed not just filtered but rewritten at a genetic level. Someone from his freshman dorm posted a photo from Paris. Another, Cancun. Charlie scrolled past a string of engagement announcements and professional headshots before stopping on a meme about existential dread. He considered sharing it, then realized no one would care.

He closed the app and instead watched a YouTube video of a hydraulic press squashing old cell phones, the violence oddly soothing.

Lunch lasted twelve minutes. He considered walking outside, maybe getting some air, but the thought of returning to the cube farm with a runny nose and windblown hair seemed more trouble than it was worth. Instead, he went back to Excel, did a few rounds of data entry, then called a client to verify a billing address. The client, a woman in Sioux Falls, sounded exactly like his mother, which put Charlie in a foul mood for the rest of the afternoon.

By 3:40, he’d finished every task on his list, but didn’t dare alert Reynolds, who would only respond by piling on more work. Instead, he spent the next hour and change clicking through Reddit, occasionally toggling back to his spreadsheet when someone walked by. He read about celebrity scandals, minor acts of heroism, a guy in Ontario who trained crows to deliver him money.

The clock on the wall moved at geological speed. The lights above buzzed louder, the cubicle walls seemed to close in. By five o’clock, his eyes felt pickled and his spine had dissolved into an S-shaped curve of pain.

He waited until exactly 5:01 before logging off. His final act: minimize the Henderson file, sigh, and hope like hell that no one found a mistake tomorrow.

The office exhaled its daily burden at five past five, dumping a few dozen tired souls into the chill of early evening. Charlie shuffled along the sidewalk, his tie undone and trailing like the tongue of a dying animal. His jacket—cheaper than he remembered when he bought it—hung from one shoulder, its lining half-detached, flapping with every step.

The air stank of city: hot car exhaust, old fryer grease, the medicinal tang of freshly salted pavement. It was late March, the sky not yet ready for spring but definitely bored with winter. Streetlights flickered on, some with a sigh, others with a strobe effect that set off the migraines of passersby. Charlie kept his head down, hands shoved in pockets, mugging his own reflection in the mirrored windows of the buildings he passed.

Halfway home, he stopped in front of Lou’s Diner, a place so resolutely stuck in the 1970s that stepping inside felt like walking into a Polaroid. The neon sign sputtered “Lou’s” in pink, the “Diner” below it mostly burned out except for a single, stubborn “i.” The window glowed a greasy orange, promising warmth, coffee, and a stool to lean against. Charlie’s stomach growled loud enough for a passing kid to turn and smirk.

He paused at the door, weighing his options. The thought of a burger—medium rare, with bacon if he was feeling extravagant—made his mouth water. So did the idea of maybe talking to Lou herself, who always remembered his name, always asked about his job like she actually cared. For a few seconds, he hovered between entering and moving on, like a ghost unsure if it wanted to haunt this world or the next.

The moment passed. He sighed, watched his own breath fog up in the streetlight, and shuffled on. It was easier, sometimes, to just go hungry than to pretend at small talk.

He glanced back at the diner as he passed. In the window, his own reflection stared back—a tired man with thinning hair and an uneven mustache shadow, features distorted by the double-thick glass. The neon cast his skin a sickly pink. For a second, he tried to smile, just to see if it still worked. It didn’t.

The last stretch home was a gauntlet of frozen puddles and overturned trash cans. He climbed the three flights to his apartment, feet dragging up each step, and unlocked his door with numb fingers.

Inside, the temperature was a few degrees below legal comfort. Charlie flicked on the overhead, illuminating the same mess from this morning—laundry pile in the chair now slightly toppled, mug from breakfast perched on the edge of the sink, its insides rimmed with dried coffee and floating crumbs.

He didn’t bother with the lights in the kitchen, just fumbled through the freezer for something he could nuke and eat with one hand. The freezer was a graveyard for frozen pizzas, Tupperware containers of unidentifiable leftovers, and a single, bent box of chicken nuggets. He found a tray of “Fiesta Chicken Enchilada”—the kind that promised “bold flavor” and “real cheese,” neither of which Charlie had ever encountered in practice.

He peeled off the film, stabbed the plastic with a fork, and shoved it in the microwave. The hum filled the silence, accompanied by the slow drip of a leaky tap and, somewhere in the building, the thud of someone dropping heavy boots on hardwood. Charlie checked his phone while he waited, hoping for news or a text or maybe just the comfort of artificial connection. He had two notifications: one was a calendar reminder to pay his credit card, the other a promotional text from Lou’s Diner, of all places. “Burger Night! $6.99 with drink. See you soon, Charlie!” He stared at the screen a long moment, thumbed a half-assed reply (“maybe tomorrow”), then tossed the phone onto the stack of unopened mail on the counter.

The microwave beeped. He fished out the tray, nearly dropping it when the plastic buckled, and set it on the counter. The cheese had exploded into a radioactive yellow crust, oozing over the beans and pooling in the tray’s corner. Charlie dug in, barely chewing, just swallowing in greedy mouthfuls. There was no ritual, no tablecloth, not even a plate. He ate hunched over the counter, eyes focused on nothing, as if the meal might just dissolve if he looked away.

He finished in under three minutes, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and set the empty tray on top of the mounting pile in the sink. The apartment was dark except for the microwave’s clock and the soft blue glow of the TV in the living room, left on since yesterday.

He shuffled over, collapsed onto the couch, and grabbed the remote from under his thigh. The guide was a wasteland: game shows, news, a local car dealer’s public access ad. He flipped through streaming options on his phone—Netflix, Hulu, a dozen others—but every title seemed more exhausting than the last. He hovered on a documentary about the Mariana Trench for almost a minute before moving on. There was a new prestige drama, some awards-bait bullshit, but the thought of watching anything over an hour made him want to crawl into a hole.

He landed, finally, on reruns of “McKinney & Chase,” a buddy-cop sitcom from the late 90s. The laugh track was canned, the jokes older than the carpeting in his building, but at least the stakes were small and the misery cartoonish.

He leaned back, the cushions swallowing him whole, and let the sound wash over, not even pretending to pay attention.

It took him half an hour to realize he was thirsty. Charlie rose from the couch with the effort of an aging bear, shuffled back to the fridge, and dug out a bottle of Light. The label peeled in his hand as he twisted it open, the cap rolling under the fridge where it would never be seen again.

Back on the couch, he propped his socked feet up on a stack of old magazines, the only spot not overtaken by his own detritus. The sitcom reruns played on—tonight it was “McKinney & Chase: Vegas Vice,” the episode where they go undercover in a casino and spend half an hour failing to blend in with the locals. Charlie had seen it no less than fifteen times, knew every punchline before the characters opened their mouths.

The apartment was so quiet he could hear the fizz of the beer as he drank. Every so often, a car hissed by outside, or the upstairs neighbor stomped to the bathroom, but mostly it was the TV and the hollow click of the thermostat.

He watched, or pretended to, long enough to drain the bottle and start another. His mind drifted, the jokes on screen bleeding into memories of jobs he’d held, friends he’d lost track of, the thin line of routine stretching from childhood to right now, like a thread that could snap at any moment but never quite did.

At some point, the laugh track started to sound like the jeering of a crowd at a bullfight, gleeful and mean. Charlie blinked, heavy-lidded, and realized he was nodding off. The remote slipped from his hand, landing on his stomach before sliding between the couch cushions. He didn’t bother retrieving it.

His last conscious thought, as the blue light of the TV flickered across the room, was that tomorrow would be exactly like today. And the day after. And the day after that. No turning, no changing. Just the gentle, relentless inertia of an object in motion, destined to stay the course unless acted on by a force greater than itself.

The TV cycled through episodes as Charlie slept, casting his silhouette in pale blue against the wall. He dreamed of nothing.
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​Chapter 2: The Eccentric Antique Shop
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Charlie hit the sidewalk at a dead run, the sort of panicked sprint typically reserved for people in pursuit of a fleeing dog or the final seconds of a flash mob robbery. His badge still hung from his collar, laminated plastic bouncing against the off-center knot of his tie. He didn’t slow until he reached the end of the block, where he did a hard pivot around the “SYNERGY IS A CHOICE!” banner and pressed his back to the pitted brick of the building, sucking in air like he’d never learned to breathe properly.

He wasn’t late for anything. In fact, this was his lunch hour, his scheduled, blessed sixty minutes of sanctioned existence outside of spreadsheet hell. But he moved as if someone—or something—might claw him back to the cubicle with a single phone call, a firm hand on the shoulder, a post-it on his monitor: “URGENT: SEE REYNOLDS.”

On the surface, it was a normal Wednesday. The sun had fought its way out from behind the standard-issue Midwestern haze. People swarmed the corner food carts, arms wrapped around styrofoam soup bowls or clutching micro-greens in artisanal sandwich wrappers. But beneath all of it, there was an itch, a thin layer of weirdness Charlie felt crawling on his skin. Maybe it was just hunger. Or maybe it was the way, once free from the fluorescent hive, his brain finally found the oxygen to consider escape.

He’d barely made it three blocks before he jaywalked across Midway and almost met his end via a rusting delivery truck. The driver leaned on the horn, gestured something anatomical, and rolled down the window just to finish the job verbally. “Hey, Shithead! Wanna be street pizza? Get the fuck outta the way!”

Charlie flipped him the finger—half-assed, limp at the wrist, not even making eye contact. The truck revved off, leaving a miasma of diesel and old bananas.

This side of Midway was uncharted territory, a neighborhood no one at the office talked about except as a punchline. Storefronts huddled shoulder-to-shoulder like con men at a bus stop: pawn shops, payday loans, vape lounges with names like “Suck My Clouds,” and a nail salon where the neon sign only spelled “NAI.” Above it all, the apartments loomed, windows patched with cardboard, laundry sagging from the fire escapes like the aftermath of a ghostly yard sale.

Charlie’s loafers (one black, one brown—he’d not noticed until now) echoed on the sidewalk, each step kicking up the kind of scents and particles OSHA had tried for years to define and gave up. The coffee stain on his shirt, now set by the sun and sweat, spread in a suspicious splotch over his chest. The tie had come untucked itself and trailed behind him like a prisoner’s ball-and-chain.

He slowed, uncertain. It occurred to him, dimly, that he should be heading back, reining it in, getting his shit together for the second half of the day. But the thought of that office, that exact same monitor, the endless rows of people eating ham sandwiches at their desks, made his stomach revolt. He’d rather be lost than found at this point.

He checked his watch: 12:16. He could double back, hit the sandwich cart, be at his desk with three minutes to spare. He could do the right thing. The safe thing. The thing he’d been doing for thirty-four years.

Or, he could keep walking.

Fuck it, he thought. Let Reynolds have a conniption. Let the spreadsheet eat itself.

He pressed onward, past a laundromat whose windows were papered in a week’s worth of missed-cat posters (all the same cat, just different adjectives: “LOUD,” “CROSS-EYED,” “FERAL, DO NOT PET”), past a florist hawking discount roses out of what looked like repurposed vases from a crematorium, past a shopfront painted matte black with only the words “PSYCHIC - $5” stenciled above the door.

The next block got even weirder. The street bent slightly, forcing pedestrians to take a brief detour around a tangle of exposed rebar and caution tape. At the end of the block, past a dollar store advertising “TURKEY BASTERS 4 FOR $1,” Charlie finally stopped.

There, wedged between a derelict copy shop and a bakery that seemed to exclusively sell day-old bagels, stood a place that somehow felt out of place even here.

The sign read: “Curiosities & Oddities.” Hand-lettered, crooked, with half the gold paint flaked off. The window display was a fever dream: old taxidermy squirrel dioramas (one in a wedding dress, one with a tiny switchblade), a mountain of rusted alarm clocks, and—front and center—a glass bell jar containing what could only be described as a two-headed rat, one face permanently locked in scream, the other in a sort of bored detachment.

Charlie stared, momentarily forgetting even the stain on his shirt. The inside of the shop was a dense, brownish fog, thick with dust and the whiff of mothballs. Shelves leaned in at alarming angles, packed with doll heads, musty hats, and—swear to god—jars labeled things like “Old Teeth” and “Possum Hands.”

He looked at the battered door. It was warped and scabbed with layers of peeling paint, a “WELCOME” sticker hanging upside down beneath the grimy knob. He was about to reach for it, but hesitated.

This was a mistake. He could feel it in his bones, in the way the hair stood up on his arms, in the chill that zipped down his spine even though it was seventy-five and humid. He should go back, blend into the sea of office stiffs, let the beige waves crash over him and just become another nobody drowning in the safe, warm ocean of mediocrity.

Charlie checked his watch one more time. 12:19.

He reached for the door.

The door put up more of a fight than most home improvement projects. It shuddered, shrieked, and finally let go with a groan, swinging open to the tune of a wind-chime made from discarded spoons, keys, and what might have been the vertebrae of a small mammal. The sound was a gut punch: jarring, off-key, and impossibly loud. Charlie ducked inside, letting the door thunk closed behind him, and found himself instantly enveloped by two things: the musty fug of neglected antiques and the suffocating close-quarters madness of the shop.

It was dark, but not the kind of darkness you could fix with a light switch. The air was grainy with dust, the walls hidden behind towers of boxes, baskets, and displays so dense it felt like the entire inventory had been restocked by a forklift accident. Every surface was accounted for: shelves slumped under the weight of snow globes, porcelain angels, ceramic frogs, and a Noah’s Ark of taxidermied rodents. Dolls with cracked porcelain faces peeked from between stacks of hardback books, all of them ancient, their spines scabbed with electrical tape and weird, brownish stains.

Charlie had seen hoarder houses on TV, but this was another beast entirely—controlled chaos, each item positioned with the kind of malevolent intent usually reserved for serial killer trophies.

Something barked. Charlie froze. He scanned the shadows, heart pounding, until his eyes landed on an old carriage clock wedged between a ship-in-a-bottle and a petrified avocado pit. The clock’s face was a caricature of a person: hand-painted, with a black mustache and two bloodshot eyes glued on at the twelve and six. Its pendulum swung like a cat’s tail, and every thirty seconds, it delivered a sharp, almost human snarl.

“Nice stain, dipshit,” the clock said, its hour hand spinning a quarter turn for emphasis.

Charlie stared, then blinked, sure he’d misheard or, hell, just lost his mind completely. The clock stuck out its tongue—no, a little strip of pink felt—then snapped its jaw shut.

He moved deeper into the shop, feet brushing against carpets so threadbare they were basically DNA samples. The air had a flavor: a sour blend of wet cardboard, Windex, and something animal. Overhead, a row of bare bulbs flickered in Morse code, just enough light to see by, but not enough to put him at ease.

He kept his hands to himself, not trusting a single object in reach. There were jars labeled “Beetle Guts” and “Eye of Newt? Possibly,” bottles of colored water with clouded glass stoppers, and piles of what looked like homemade candles, their wax riddled with embedded nails and the odd tooth.

He was halfway to the back wall—no mean feat, given the labyrinth of overturned furniture and the literal wall of umbrella stands—when a bookshelf in his peripheral vision seemed to nudge itself a few inches closer. Charlie spun to look, but the shelf held firm, packed with Reader’s Digest Condensed Books and paperback true crime. Another shelf, on the opposite side, also seemed closer than before. He chalked it up to nerves, and maybe the faint whiff of gas leak that haunted every third breath.

From somewhere in the back, a bead curtain clattered, and a voice floated out, raspy and inconsistent, like a radio tuned to the wrong station.

“You’ll want the sugar cubes, dear. Or was that gallbladder?”

Charlie had a mental image of a witch—a hunchbacked, bird-nosed crone with a mole you could hang keys from. Instead, Ms. Weatherby emerged, a riot of mismatched textures and patterns: plaid scarf, polka dot dress, and a sweater knit from yarn the color of coagulated blood. Her hair was an explosion of gray, wiry and enormous, as if she’d mainlined static electricity and refused to come down. Her glasses were tiny, perched on the tip of her nose, and each ear sported an earring so heavy it had stretched the lobe into a sad, fleshy comma.

She gave Charlie the once-over, lingering on his tie and then the wet-brown spread of his shirt. “Coffee or blood?” she asked, genuine curiosity in her voice. “If it’s blood, there’s a powder for that. Not guaranteed, but nothing in life is, not even death.” She smiled, revealing teeth like tombstones after a hard frost.

Charlie coughed, trying for civility. “Just coffee, thanks. I, uh, got startled. You have quite the, um—”

“Clock? Yes. It’s new. So rude, but all clocks are, when you get to know them. They judge the living.”

This was not the weirdest conversation he’d ever had, but it was up there.

“Are you looking for anything in particular, or are you just running from something? We get both here, sometimes at the same time.”

Charlie considered lying, then realized it was pointless. “Just killing time, I guess.” He gestured at the shelves. “This place... it’s something else.”

She made a dismissive noise and scuttled behind a counter piled with yellowed receipts and a half-disassembled adding machine. “Curiosities are the only worthwhile trade. Everything else is temporary. Would you like tea?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “You look like you need tea.”

Charlie wasn’t much of a tea drinker, and the thought of consuming any liquid in here gave him pause, but she’d already ducked under the counter and was back, wielding a chipped mug shaped like a walrus.

He took it, mostly because refusing felt dangerous. The tea was brackish and lukewarm, with a hint of something like mothballs and a floating film that shimmered in the overhead light. He sipped. It tasted like herbal supplements and regret.

“You have questions, don’t you?” Ms. Weatherby leaned in, conspiratorial. “People always do. They just forget the words when they get here. The questions. Or sometimes the answers.”

Charlie nodded, the weight of the last several years pressing down hard. “How do you get rid of...” He paused, looking for the right phrase. “...this?” He gestured at himself—the shirt, the tie, the general air of middle management malaise.

She considered, plucking an invisible thread from her sweater. “Sometimes you have to lose something to find it again. Or lose yourself to find what’s left.” She clucked her tongue. “You’ve come to the right place, dear. Everyone here is lost. Even the clocks.”

Charlie let his gaze wander. The bookshelves had crept in closer, crowding the aisle. On the nearest shelf, a stack of Polaroids documented various customers, all of whom looked terrified or completely out of their depth. One had clearly pissed themselves. Another was giving the finger to the camera.

Ms. Weatherby pushed a box toward him, labeled “LUCKY FINDS – $2.” “Go ahead,” she said. “Pick something. First item’s on the house.”

Inside: a rubber clown nose, a wooden yo-yo, a matchbook with only one match left, a smooth black stone, and a tangle of cheap Mardi Gras beads. Charlie reached for the stone—it felt cool and unexpectedly heavy, like a promise you knew would be broken.

He pocketed it, unsure why.

The tea was half gone. Charlie set the mug down, wiping a fleck of something unidentifiable from his lip. “You get many customers?”

Ms. Weatherby laughed. “Not many. None worth remembering. But they always come back, eventually. Even if they don’t want to.” Her eyes were the brightest things in the room, sharp and watchful.

Something in the back caught his eye—a standing mirror, full length, the frame gnarled wood, its surface warped with strange, swirling etchings. It hummed with a low, electric presence, the glass so clean it looked wet.

Charlie stared at his own reflection, a man out of place and out of time, the tie half-off, the shirt an abstract painting. For just a second, his reflection seemed to smile at him—wider, meaner—before falling back into line.

He turned to ask Ms. Weatherby about it, but she’d already vanished behind the bead curtain, her voice echoing back, “Watch your step, dear. Sometimes it’s more of a leap.”

Charlie found himself magnetized by the mirror, its siren song both visual and auditory—a low, vibrating hum you felt in your teeth, not your ears. The closer he got, the weirder it became. The frame wasn’t just carved wood; it was twisted, almost alive, with knots and gnarls that looped in on themselves like arthritic fingers. The glass itself didn’t quite reflect. It interpreted.

He hovered a foot away, examining his reflection. In the background, Ms. Weatherby muttered to herself—maybe to the cat, maybe to the jar of frog legs she was reorganizing by size.

In the mirror, Charlie didn’t look tired or defeated. He looked taller, his hair a little thicker, his skin a healthy shade of alive. But there was something off: his mirrored self stood ramrod straight, tie perfect, arms crossed with the casual authority of a villain waiting for the hero to show up late.

Charlie waved. The reflection lagged, then caught up. He tried a smile; the reflection did it better, but with a certain wolfish glee that made him want to check his own teeth.

The mirror’s surface pulsed. A ripple fanned outward, like a raindrop on a pond, and for an instant the whole room behind him warped—shelves and bookshelves buckling, clock faces spinning, even the ceiling tiles swirling together like cake batter.

He reached out, tentatively, to touch the cold frame. It felt slicker than wood, almost greasy. The hum intensified, a vibration that traveled up his arm and sat heavy behind his eyeballs.

A flash of motion caught his attention at ground level. The orange tabby—the only animal in the shop more or less confirmed to be alive—stalked between upturned chair legs, tail flicking, eyes wide and murderously alert. The cat glared at him, then the mirror, then at him again, as if judging whether or not to permit what was about to happen.

Ms. Weatherby’s voice drifted from behind the curtain: “Don’t get your prints on it, dear. That’s how you let them out.”

Charlie’s internal monologue prepared an army of sarcastic retorts, but before he could deploy even one, the cat leaped—sixteen pounds of orange fury launching itself straight at his shin. He yelped and danced backward, missing the lip of the ancient area rug. His loafers betrayed him, and for one brief, weightless moment Charlie achieved the holy grail of office life: zero gravity.

His arms windmilled, hands scrabbling for something, anything, to break the fall, but the only thing waiting was the mirror. He hit it square-on, face first, expecting impact, shattering glass, maybe blood and lawsuits.

Instead: no pain. No resistance. The mirror’s surface welcomed him, bent around him, then sucked him in with a wet, slurping noise and an intense flash of blue-white light. His stomach did a reverse somersault, and then the world exploded into sensation.

It was like every trip he’d ever taken—acid, mushrooms, maybe a little too much Benadryl—but cranked to a sensory eleven. The shelves of the shop splintered into fractals, books fanned out into geometric pinwheels, the rows of bottled eyes blinked in Morse code and then melted together like jellybeans in an oven.

Somewhere, through the blur, he heard Ms. Weatherby’s voice, crisp as ever:

“Mind the landing, dear. First step’s a doozy.”

The cat yowled—distressed or delighted, hard to say.

Charlie spun, tumbled, cartwheeled through an infinity of colors and shapes and memories he hadn’t accessed in years. His entire life condensed into a montage: schoolyard fights, awkward hookups, that one time he threw up in a roller rink, the day his father left, the sound of his mother crying, the taste of generic pizza, every single birthday cake he’d ever been disappointed by.

Then, with a thud that rewired his vertebrae and drove the air from his lungs, Charlie landed. He sprawled face-down on a patch of grass so green it was nearly radioactive. For a moment, he didn’t move, waiting for the world to right itself, or for Reynolds to appear and demand he stop daydreaming.

He lifted his head. The sky above was an impossible blue, deeper than any city sky, streaked with slow-moving clouds in colors Crayola would never dare name. On the horizon, a range of mountains floated, untethered to the earth, drifting along as if airships for the gods. In the near distance, trees shimmered with leaves of silver, and a distant river traced a glowing, pulsing path through the meadows.

Charlie rolled over, groaning, and looked down at himself. His shirt was gone, replaced by something soft, homespun, and free of stains. His tie was a memory. Even the rubber band from his left wrist had vanished.

Above him, two moons held court in the daytime sky—one fat and orange, the other sickle-thin and iridescent. Charlie stared, slack-jawed, and realized three things in rapid succession:

1. He was alive.

2. He was definitely not in the shop anymore.

3. He was still holding the smooth black stone.

A noise at his feet: the tabby cat, daintily licking its paw and then shooting him a look as if to say, “You absolute idiot.” In the distance, a line of people—were they people?—meandered toward a village that looked as if it had been cobbled together from dreams and paper mâché.

Charlie stood up, legs wobbling, and took it all in. His heart hammered, not with fear, but something closer to awe, or maybe just total, animal panic.

He



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





