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A part of Teddy died the day of his accident. The person that he’d once been – vibrant, and optimistic – no longer existed. Going through something like that had changed him. He felt like an incredibly different person now. Older, worn out, always on edge. For the most part, Teddy had physically healed from the brutal attack, and only a few scars remained – but the damage to his mental health was irreparable. Teddy was different, and he didn’t think that he’d ever get to be the happy young man that he’d once been. 

The world was quieter now, too. But it wasn’t a comfortable, restful quiet like a warm blanket dulling the noises around him. No. This was the kind of quiet that pressed in on him, thick and heavy, like it was waiting for him to slip. The kind of quiet that tugged at him, unnerving him in all instances of his life. Teddy woke up each morning already exhausted; restful sleep was a thing of the past. He knew that he’d had a few nightmares – though he couldn’t recall what they’d been about. The fear and panic remained, clawing at him from the inside out. His body was permanently braced for danger, expecting something to fall from the ceiling, or rush him from the dark. Teddy could never shake the feeling that danger was right around the corner at all times. 

The doctors called it post traumatic stress. They said the brain learns fear too well sometimes. After what he’d been through the night of the accident, he knew that the world was a dangerous place. Teddy knew that that fear would always remain inside him, the constant hypervigilance He didn’t argue; Teddy knew what fear felt like now. It lived in his muscles. It slept behind his eyes.

The factory job was supposed to help. It was simple work, with predictable hours. Something solid to anchor him while he figured out how to exist again. Get him out of the house, and back into a regular routine. 

The building was a concrete block crouched at the edge of town. Inside, the air smelled of metal and oil and something faintly rotten. The lights buzzed overhead, never quite bright enough. Teddy liked that. Bright spaces made his chest tighten. Here, everything felt muted, contained. On his first day, Teddy got a tour of the place – and a quick history of the company. It seemed like a good enough place to work. Not fantastic, but a decent sort of job. 

His coworkers were polite but distant. They weren’t overly friendly, but not hostile either. No one lingered in the break room for too long. They seemed eager to get back on the floor, or would rush out to their vehicles at the end of their shifts. Most people ate in a hurry. And nobody in their right mind volunteered for overtime in the lower levels. Teddy noticed these things
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