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I have always loved humour and wit — something my mother gave me long before I understood what writing even was. She taught me that people are strange not perfect, that conversations are often funnier than jokes, and that life becomes far more bearable once you learn how to laugh at its absurdity. I think that stayed with me for life.

One of my favorite things in the world has always been stories. Storytelling. Sharing experiences. Listening to people explain themselves badly. Watching them contradict themselves. Watching them try to appear composed while quietly unraveling over something completely insignificant like a pastry, a queue, a broken umbrella, or a comment someone made fifteen years ago that they still carry around like a relic.

I think I’ve always been deeply interested in flaws.

Not perfect people. Never ever perfect people.

Perfect people are impossible to write because they are impossible to know. Real people are uneven. Contradictory. Emotional. Funny in accidental ways. They can be generous and selfish in the same afternoon. Brave in one moment and deeply insecure in the next. I think that is the beauty of being human — not perfection, but honest.

The older I get, the more I believe we are all simply improvising our way through life while trying to appear certain. Underneath confidence there is fear. Underneath elegance there is insecurity. Underneath humor there is often loneliness. And yet despite all of this, people continue loving each other, continue trying, continue making soup, falling in love, starting businesses, traveling to new cities, embarrassing themselves publicly, and hoping tomorrow will somehow make more sense.

That moves me deeply.

I have lived a fairly chaotic life myself — traveling, moving countries, beginning again more than once, meeting people who felt less like ordinary humans and more like characters who escaped from novels. Eccentric people fascinate me endlessly. The emotionally theatrical. The socially awkward. Those people feel real to me because they are real. Human beings are strange creatures. We build rituals around heartbreak. We turn disappointment into comedy. We perform confidence while secretly longing to be understood.

This collection grew out of my love for those kinds of people.

But despite all the emotional undercurrents in these stories, this is ultimately a lighthearted book. I love fun stories. I love theatrical storytelling. I love riddles, wordplay, absurd dialogue, strange metaphors, exaggerated emotions, and the kind of humor that feels slightly chaotic but strangely truthful. I wanted these stories to feel playful and alive — like overhearing a ridiculous conversation in a café that somehow makes you chuckle and go ‘oh that was entertaining’.

The cities in this collection — Munich, Paris, Rome, Prague, Lisbon — became landscapes for me. Each one carried its own personality. I wanted the short stories to wander through those textures in a fun almost juvenile way while remaining entertaining and full of movement.

Many of the characters in these pages are ridiculous. Some are anxious. Some are dramatic. Some are lonely in ways they cannot articulate. But I love them deeply because they are trying. Even when they fail spectacularly, they are still reaching for connection, purpose, reinvention, or simply a moment of dignity inside an absurd world.

And maybe that is what I believe most about people: that our flaws are not interruptions to our humanity. They are our humanity.

The awkwardness. The contradictions. The strange coping mechanisms. The small delusions. The humor. The grief we hide inside jokes. The hope we continue carrying despite experience teaching us caution.

That is what makes people unforgettable.

So this lighthearted and comedic collection is, in many ways, a way to honor imperfect people stumbling through.

Thank you for wandering through them with me. And always remember that the cure for a hard long day is a chuckle at the end of it.

— Brittney Pilarcik
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I. The Letter

Barnaby Fidge lived above a shop that sold only left shoes. Not leftist shoes. Just left ones. The owner, a man named Schröp who had "a very specific business model and a restraining order from the right-shoe industry," insisted it was an art project. It was not. It was just a room full of shoes that made you walk in circles.

Barnaby was a professional line-stander. He queued so other people didn't have to. Black Friday? Barnaby was there at midnight, holding a spot for a man who arrived at noon with a latte and the emotional intelligence of a parking ticket. Concert tickets? Barnaby had camped through three snowstorms and a minor religious revival. He had the bladder control of a camel and the self-respect of a doormat. He was, professionally speaking, a human placeholder.

His roommate, Hilda, bred competitive houseplants. Not flowers. Just plants she encouraged to emotionally destroy each other. "It's about dominance," she said, while the ficus gave the fern a look that said I will end you. The fern had developed a drinking problem and was seeing a specialist. The succulent had already written a memoir.

A letter arrived Tuesday at 7:03 AM, smelling of croissants and a grudge that had been kept warm for four decades.

"Fidge. I am dying. Or furious. Hard to tell before coffee. Englischer Garten at dawn. Bring a croissant and a conscience."

"I don't have either," said Barnaby. "I ate the croissant, and I sold my conscience in '97 for a good spot at the opera. It was a buyer's market."

"Take this umbrella," said Hilda, handing him one with a duck head. "It doesn't work, but it makes you look like a man who has already made peace with himself."

"I haven't made peace with anyone."

"You just waited in line for two hours to buy a lottery ticket you didn't want, lost, and then apologized to the cashier for wasting her time."

"That was customer service."

"You offered to help her file her taxes."
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II. The Garden
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The fog was so thick it looked like the sky had forgotten to take its antidepressants and was now just lying on the couch in sweatpants. Gertrude Blatt—no title, she had bought her nobility from a website that also sold sea monkeys and counterfeit moon rocks—sat in a deck chair in the middle of the grass, wearing a ski parka and eating a pretzel the size of a manhole cover. There was no snow. She was prepared anyway, because some people treat life like an emergency is always coming.

"You came," she said. "I knew your weakness for baked goods."

"'Dying or furious'? Gertrude, it's Tuesday. Even my emotions have opening hours, and Tuesday is closed for renovations."

She stopped chewing. The pretzel sagged like a failed soufflé.

"You cut in front of me, Fidge. In 1987. At the Bäckerei Müller. I was waiting for an almond croissant. You were waiting for—what? A sign from God? A hug from your father? You stepped in front of me with your elbows out and your eyes dead and you took the last one. I have been thinking about it ever since. I missed a job interview because I was too angry to parallel park. I married the wrong man because he was standing behind me in that line and I confused proximity with destiny. You ruined my life with your queue-cutting and your terrible posture. You stand like a question mark, Fidge. It's offensive."

From behind a bush shaped like a man who had just checked his bank balance, a fellow in lederhosen wept into a fern.

"Herr Doktor Klaus Piddle," he sobbed. "I spent twelve years studying the sociology of line-cutting. My thesis was called Elbows and Entitlement: A History. The university said it was 'too relevant' and burned it in the quad. Now I sell pretzels from a golf cart and cry at traffic lights that turn green too aggressively."

"Why is he here?" Barnaby asked.

"Because I hired him to prove you have no moral center, Fidge. That you are a man who would cut in front of a nun, a pregnant woman, and a man on crutches if there was a pastry at the front."

Piddle blew his nose on a leaf. "She's right. I followed you for three months. You cut in front of a statue. It wasn't even a line. You just saw a pigeon and got competitive. You apologized to a parking meter for standing too close to it. You're not a man, Fidge. You're a nervous system wearing khakis."

Barnaby gripped his duck umbrella. "And?"

"You have the moral compass of a shopping cart," Piddle admitted. "But you're very good at waiting. It's your only skill, and it's not even a skill. It's a lack of options. You're like a traffic cone with debt."

Gertrude smiled. It was the smile of a woman who had kept a pastry-related grievance alive for decades through sheer force of will and an excellent filing system. "So I've come to collect. Not money—you'd just stand in line at the bank to get it for me, and I'd die of old age. I want action. Do something without waiting your turn. Something without a queue. Prove you're a human being and not just a placeholder with shoes."
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III. The Tower
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They walked to the Chinese Tower, that pagoda where tourists ate sausages like people who had skipped lunch for political reasons. The beer garden was packed. The line for beer was approximately the length of the Napoleonic Wars, and about as successful.

Barnaby felt his patience trying to file a formal complaint with his central nervous system.

"Why here?" he asked.

"Because this," said Gertrude, gesturing at the line, "is your natural habitat. And I want you to leave it. I want you to walk to the front of that line and order a beer. Without waiting. Without apologizing. Without asking the people behind you if it's okay, or if they need anything, or if they want to borrow your spine."

"That's insane."

"Yes. Do it anyway. Or admit you're just a pair of khakis with a queue number and a vitamin deficiency."

Barnaby looked at the line. At the duck umbrella. At Piddle, who shrugged and ate a pretzel with the serenity of a man who had already lost his thesis, his dignity, and his favorite golf cart to a minor zoning violation. At Gertrude, who had kept a croissant grievance warm for four decades through sheer pettiness and what was probably an excellent spreadsheet.

He walked to the front.

The line was a solid wall of German tourists, Bavarian regulars, and one man who was definitely eating a sausage he had brought from home in his pocket. Barnaby approached the front. He opened his mouth. No sound came out. He tried again.

"One beer, please," he whispered.

"What?" said the bartender.

"One beer," Barnaby said, slightly louder. A woman in the line turned to look at him. Her gaze was like a tax audit with teeth.

"He's cutting," someone said.

"He can't be cutting," said someone else. "This is Munich. We have rules. We have systems. We have a man whose entire job is to stand in lines so we don't have to, and even he is in a line. It's lines all the way down."

Barnaby stood his ground. He did not move to the back. He did
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