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	This is a work of fiction. All names, locales, businesses, and events are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons—living or dead—or events is purely coincidental. Channel Void is not a real television show—or is it?
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	For Marlo.

	Don’t let your differences tear you from those you love.
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	“There is a place where reality gets disjointed and the lines between dimensions become blurred. The nexus between space and time exists within the width of a knife’s edge. If you’re keen enough to find the area between, then you may find yourself in Channel Void.”

	“Do they have to start every episode with that nonsense and creepy music?” Jim asked as the commercial break started.

	Paul groaned and rolled his eyes. “Don’t spoil the show with your complaining! You need to get yourself in the right headspace for Channel Void! You can’t go in without knowing that you’re about to cross the dimensional plane. That would be lunacy!”

	“I’m going to need more weed for this show.” Jim reached across the table and grabbed the blue bong that sat atop the coffee table amid the mess of empty soda cans and water bottles.

	Crossing a dimensional plane would have been better than sitting in Paul’s apartment, which needed a good, deep cleaning. Reality didn’t have moments where you’d stumble upon the knife’s edge that led to nexuses between other dimensions or otherworldly planes. Paul had only one plane of existence, and it hadn’t been dusted in months. The cobwebs on the ceiling in the corners and the grime on the windows were a testament to it.

	Jim coughed and passed the bong to Paul while a commercial for a toilet cleanser played on the flatscreen television mounted on the wall. “I don’t get why you sprang for such a nice TV when you watch this old black and white shit. It’s not even in HD. The sides of the show are all black because they never filmed it in widescreen. At least that shitty toilet is in high-def.”

	“They didn’t have that fancy shit like this back in the fifties and sixties,” Paul retorted.

	“What? They didn’t have toilet cleaner?”

	“No, the high-definition cameras and television.”

	Paul contemplated putting the bong back on the table without taking a hit, but he felt like he’d need it to deal with Jim’s complaints if he kept them going through the entire show. He took a long hit, coughing as he exhaled a cloud of cannabis smoke.

	“Shit. That’s mostly resin now.” 

	Jim laughed. “That’s what you get for making me watch this stupid-ass show.”

	“Channel Void isn’t stupid. They never needed high-definition or special effects to make it.”

	Jim laughed again. “That’s because they didn’t have them yet as you said before.”

	Paul sighed. “Sure, they didn’t have them available at the time, but what I’m saying—if you’ll listen for a minute—is that they didn’t need them. Channel Void is about the stories. It’s about these glimpses into people’s lives as they traverse the known and the unknown. It’s about fringe Americana and shit that can’t be explained away by Stephen Hawking or Bill Nye the Science Guy. It’s all…it’s…so…”

	“Weird,” Jim finished. “It’s weird for the sake of being weird.”

	Jim didn’t understand, but he didn’t have to. Paul knew he’d come around eventually. And if he didn’t, then he wouldn’t. Channel Void had a lot more to it than met the eye.

	“The stories they tell aren’t weird for the sake of being weird,” Paul argued, knowing he should’ve let it go instead of encouraging the conversation to continue. “If you do the research, you’d know that most of the hundred and seventy-two episodes that aired over the span of six years were based on actual events.”

	“What kind of actual events?”

	“Shh. It’s starting.”

	The commercial break ended, and the picture went back to black and white to show a diner. The camera panned across young people dining and having fun with one another. The men wore white tee-shirts or form-fitting button-down shirts, and the women were all in blouses and pleated skirts.

	Paul smiled. “This is a good one.”

	A waitress led an older couple across the diner. They looked out of place in a restaurant full of a much younger crowd. The man was all gray on top and balding, and his wife had a head of curls of the same color. The waitress stopped at a table in the middle of the diner.

	“Here you are,” she said. “A table for two.”

	“Oh no,” the man said with a wide smile. “We’d like the booth in the corner.”

	“The booth?” the waitress asked in return, turning toward the booth that looked to be miraculously empty on a busy night.

	“Yes,” the man replied. “You see, my wife Jillian and I had our first date at that same booth, and we’ve returned to eat here for every one of our anniversaries or milestones. Every time we come here, we sit in that same booth. It’s a tradition of ours.”

	The waitress smiled. “Sure. It’s meant for four, but I can make an exception this one time.”

	The waitress motioned for them to sit, and the couple sat across from each other, stretching their arms across the table to hold hands.

	“Let me guess,” Jim interrupted. “They’re both dead and this is the afterlife. It’s their own blissful purgatory, right?”

	“No.”

	“Then he’s Hitler and she’s Eva Braun in a dimension where they grew old instead of blowing each other’s brains out.”

	“Shut up and watch!” Paul groaned.

	“I can’t believe how much this place hasn’t changed since our first date,” Jillian said. “Do you remember that night, Biff?”

	Biff smiled. “How could I forget? You sat across from me, as beautiful as you are now. I asked you to go steady with me, and you agreed. I’ve been the happiest man alive ever since. It’s fitting that you and I have our last date here as well.”

	Biff’s smile dropped, and he looked away.

	“Stop it with that look,” Jillian told him in a reassuring tone. “I thought we were going to put that out of our minds tonight. Don’t think about any of that now. You are I are here together, and that’s all we need to know.”

	“You’re right.” Biff’s smile returned. “You’re always right, Jilly.”

	A young couple came to the table, rushing up to it and stopping short when they saw the older couple was already there. They were supposed to be teenagers, but they were played by actors in their twenties. Paul wondered how long till Jim pointed that out.

	“Oh,” the young man said, regarding the couple. “I didn’t see you sitting here from across the diner. I thought this table was empty.”

	“I’m sorry,” Biff said with a smile. “It seems we beat you to it this time, youngster.”

	The young man looked around for a brief moment. “I wish there were somewhere else to sit, but this place is packed tonight. I don’t remember the last time I’ve seen it so full.” 

	“It’s OK,” his date said. “We can go somewhere else.”

	“Nonsense!” Jillian exclaimed with a smile. “You shouldn’t have to leave on our account. Sit with us.”

	“We can’t impose!” the young man argued.

	“My wife is right!” Biff interjected. “This table is meant to seat four. We can make this a double date if you don’t mind eating with a couple of old-timers like us.”

	“We appreciate it,” the young lady said, sitting next to Jillian as her boyfriend took his place beside Biff. “I’m famished.”

	“Well,” Biff said, looking to each of the two members of the young couple in turn. “We can’t eat together if we don’t know your names.”

	The young man laughed. “I supposed you’re right. My name’s Biff Thompson, and this here is Jillian Baker. Truth be told, this is our first date.”

	Biff’s mouth opened, and he looked at the younger Biff. He shared a look with his wife, who looked as shocked as her husband. The whole scene shifted, and the camera moved to a man standing by another table. He wore a neat suit and held a lit cigarette in his left hand. His dark hair was neat and tidy.

	“Meet Biff and Jillian Thompson,” the man said in a rich voice. “This should have been a special day for them. You see, there is a time for a couple’s first date, but there is also that last, inevitable date as well. Most times these two events are separated by years or decades, like in the case of the Thompsons. You wouldn’t find a couple sitting with their past selves and living through their first and last date simultaneously unless, of course, that couple is dining in Channel Void.”

	A brief timbre of eerie music played, and the show went back to commercial.

	“Alright,” Jim said. “That guy who was narrating. He’s the Grim Reaper, right? I bet he’ll come to take their souls at the end of this.”

	“They’re not dead!” Paul retorted. “Stop suggesting that, and don’t you dare bring up Hitler again!”

	“Sure, but who’s that guy in the suit? Everyone’s ignoring him as he’s talking shit about people sitting like ten feet from him. It’s pretty fuckin’ rude if you ask me.”

	“That’s Ron Shea.”

	“Who the hell is Ron Shea?”

	“Ron Shea is the guy in the suit you just asked me about ten seconds ago.” The weed had hit Paul’s brain, and it compelled his mouth to keep moving despite his knowledge that Jim would never stop nitpicking the episode with his stupid jokes. “He’s not only the narrator, but he created and wrote the show. And they don’t see him because he’s not part of the story. He only comes in to do the intro and epilogue.”

	“And he does that in every episode?”

	“Yes. All hundred and seventy-two of them.”

	Jim laughed. “OK. And they’re not dead. I feel like they’re dead.”

	“Watch and find out if you care so much about it.”

	Paul sat back with his arms crossed, watching the commercials as he waited for the show to start back up again.

	“I get it,” Jim said after a brief silence. “The Thompsons are going to have the chance to swap bodies with their younger selves. They want to take it since the husband is dying, but in the end, they decide to allow their younger selves to live out their full lives, leaving the diner to finish theirs in peace. That’s so sweet.”

	Paul turned toward Jim, who smiled as he read the episode description from his cellphone screen.

	“Why did you do that? You wouldn’t like it much if I shit all over those stupid superhero movies you love so much.”

	“What? You said you’ve already seen it.”

	“It doesn’t matter. You haven’t, and that was the point.” Paul huffed and got up, heading toward the kitchen to get something to drink and try not to ask Jim to leave.

	“Wait,” Jim called, getting up and following him. “I was goofing around. I don’t care about spoilers. I’ll watch the rest of the show with you anyway.” He came from behind Paul and wrapped his arms around his slender abdomen and kissed him on the back of the neck. “Do you want to order a pizza and finish watching your show?”

	Paul didn’t want to give in so quickly, but he felt like it would be a waste of a night to spend it arguing over a TV show he had seen dozens of times. Jim could be a dick at times, but there was no helping that which refused to change.

	“Sure,” Paul said after a bit of a pause and a sigh. He turned and gave Jim a small kiss. “I can go for some pizza if you want to order one to make up for being a dick and heckling my show.”

	Jim smiled. “Good. Let’s get back to the other room. The commercial break is about to end.”

	 

	***

	 

	“How did I get here?” Gretchen asked aloud despite being alone. Her bare feet made little sound as she walked down the center of a town road in her nightgown in a world of black and white. She stepped out from the shadow of some elm trees, walking under the light of a streetlamp. Her tall, curvy figure reflected in the windows of the cars parked on either side of the narrow street. “Is this place even real?” 

	Gretchen’s answer came in the sound of a shriek. It sounded like a combination of nails on a chalkboard and radio static blasted through a megaphone.

	Three tall men walked toward her from the shadows. They wore nothing but white. Only the shins of their legs showed from their long lab coats. Their dark eyes were the only parts of their face visible through an oval that was cut into the fabric of their white masks.

	“No!” Gretchen pleaded, backing away. “Leave me alone!”

	Gretchen fled, but she didn’t get far. She tripped on a tree root as she attempted to run across someone’s front lawn. Once her senses were intact once more, she turned to see the three white-clad men closing in on her, reaching with gloved hands.

	“Help me! Someone, anyone, help me!”

	Gretchen’s screams died, and the silence of the night returned to the dark neighborhood.

	“What you’ve just witnessed took place in a neighborhood like no other,” Ron Shea explained, standing on the opposite side of the street in his suit. “This is no neighborhood that exists on paper, though it could be your town, right around the corner from your home. This is a place reserved for the Men in White, those who maintain and operate the empty places that exist inside the pattern hidden within the pattern. If you find yourself here—by accident or on purpose—you can rest assured that you’ve wandered into a dimension adjacent to Channel Void.”

	Paul sat up in bed, breathing heavily. He could feel the cold sweat on his forehead and body. He turned and touched his pillow and found it damp. Jim hadn’t awoken, so he could only assume he hadn’t yelled out when Gretchen met her fate. He looked at the clock to see it was a little after three in the morning.

	“It was a dream,” Paul reminded himself. “It’s not real.”

	Isn’t it?

	It was an episode of Channel Void, but one he’d never seen before. He would have remembered the trio of men dressed all in white like they were psychopathic scientists. They stood out in his mind like a vivid, unrelenting image.

	The weed hadn’t left his system yet, though he was at the tail end of the high. A bout of heartburn had taken hold of his gut too. He and Jim had double-teamed a large sausage and pepper pizza and chased it with a bag of cool ranch Doritos and a couple of cans of Dr. Pepper apiece. They hadn’t even left any crumbs for the mice who lived in the building and visited his apartment from time to time. He felt lucky he had only heartburn and not a ruptured stomach with all he’d eaten.

	No wonder I’m having nightmares.

	Paul swung his legs out of bed and staggered as he walked to the bathroom. He closed the door as softly as he could so he wouldn’t wake his sleeping boyfriend. In hindsight, it seemed like a bad idea to smoke as much weed as they had and demolish a large pizza right before bedtime when they both had to be up early for work the next day.

	“The Men in White,” Paul said aloud, looking at his face in the mirror. He grabbed the hand towel that had been crumpled up next to the sink and used it to mop the sweat from his forehead and neck. He imagined going back to bed and lying on the moist sheets, but he decided against it. Instead, he turned on the shower and got himself ready for work three hours ahead of time.

	Jim remained asleep, and Paul left the bedroom, carrying his clothes in his arms. He dressed in his living room. The weed haze finally faded from his mind now that he’d gotten his body moving and clean.

	Paul sat on the couch. The lucid dream he had experienced was as tenacious as his heartburn. It wasn’t the first time he had gotten stoned and dreamt a nonexistent episode from a TV show he’d watched before bed. Channel Void had made an appearance in dozens of those dreams. This one, however, felt a lot clearer than the others, even if he did only dream the ending and Ron Shea’s epilogue.

	This is a place reserved for the Men in White, Ron Shea had said in his dream, those who maintain and operate these empty places that exist inside the pattern hidden within the pattern.

	“Men in White,” Paul said, keeping his voice low. “Places that exist inside the pattern hidden within the pattern.”

	It didn’t make much sense, even for Channel Void. But that in itself made sense since there were no episodes about Men in White who chased women through fake neighborhoods.

	Or was there?

	Paul doubted his memories, so he grabbed his laptop from the bottom shelf of the end table, unplugged it, and put it on his lap. He opened it and searched for any information on a Channel Void episode with a group called the Men in White. He heard Jim cough, and he looked toward the bedroom for a minute, waiting for his boyfriend to wake, find himself alone, and emerge from the bedroom to investigate why.

	He’s going to think I’m looking at porn and jerking off.

	When Jim didn’t leave the bedroom, Paul went back to his internet searching. He didn’t turn up any evidence that his dream had been an actual episode of Channel Void. Tons of pages and articles came up, though, filled with descriptions of episodes with creepy doctors or nutty scientists that appeared in the show’s long run. Paul felt like calling it quits when a page about conspiracies revolving around the show popped up on his screen.

	“Ron Shea’s diary contained notes stating that he believed men dressed all in white were coming for him,” Paul read aloud. “What the hell is this?”

	The image of the three men reaching for Gretchen in the episode from his dream came back into his head, and the whole thing took on a whole new reality. It had felt surreal before, but seeing that Ron Shea had visions of them in his reality made it feel different—more grounded—even if he’d been insane.

	“I have to have heard about this before,” Paul assured himself, thinking there had to be something somewhere he’d read about Ron Shea succumbing to dementia at an early age. “Yeah. That’s why the Men in White were already in my head for the dream.”

	Paul tried to search his memory instead of the internet. Had he heard this random tidbit about Ron Shea before, or did he tell himself what he needed to hear to drop and forget the nutty dream? 

	The ever-present bong sat on the coffee table in front of him with nothing left in the bowl but ashes and resin, It acted as a reminder that he not only went to bed stoned after watching Channel Void and scarfing an inhuman amount of junk food, but he hadn’t gotten much sleep on top of it.

	Still, Paul continued his search, clicking on related articles. He found himself traveling down a rabbit hole of theories regarding Channel Void and its creator. Ron Shea’s diary popped up often as a topic of discussion on a lot of forums and message boards focused on the secrets behind the show. Paul contemplated joining one he found with a lot of rumors regarding Ron She’s life outside the show, but no one had made a post in over four years. It looked like not many people cared.

	Paul found plenty to read, though, and he went from post to post and article to article of fan theories. A longstanding fringe theory he’d heard when he first got into Channel Void stated all the episodes were real. They were tales of American oddities Ron Shea had heard while traversing America by car, stopping in small towns all over the country. There are a lot of strange stories no one believed aside from those who had experienced the weird happenings or their witnesses, but Ron Shea had created an empire out of them.

	Well, ‘empire’ might be a strong word.

	“Channel Void is a real entity,” Paul read, clicking on the last post on an old forum by someone who called themselves XxVoidFan69xX. Paul’s eyes burned with tiredness, so he knew it would be the last one he’d read. Soon everything on the screen would blur, and he’d have to close his eyes for a while or douse them in ice water to keep them open.

	“What if Channel Void is a real phenomenon based in real reality?” Paul continued, reading XxVoidFan69xX’s post aloud in a low voice. “It stands to reason that if everything Ron Shea wrote as episodes were real, then there may be an actual nexus in our reality where all this weird shit happens. Did he find it? Was he visiting an actual Channel Void anomaly for episode ideas?

	“I’ve come across rumors that Shea’s diary was full of stuff like this, and he had described traveling to meet someone or something he had called Channel Void. Keep in mind this has not been verified, and there’s no telling if he wrote this later in life when he moved to New Mexico, embellishing it due to senility or the rumored undiagnosed case of dementia.

	“I have some friends who study theoretical science at a prominent university. I won’t say which one because I don’t want to plaster their identities on the internet. I asked them about an anomaly like Channel Void as it may have been described in his diary, and they said it’s scientifically possible for there to be a nexus in realities that can shift around the landscape, causing abnormalities in our reality, including hallucinations or dogmatic visions. They not only said it’s possible, but there is an energy cloud of sorts that appears and moves at random throughout North America that matches this theory.

	“Whoa.

	“Does anyone know if the diary still exists? If someone can talk his family into publishing it on the internet, we can see if this theory holds up. What if Channel Void exists like this out in the open?”

	Paul stopped reading and looked up from his laptop’s screen. The post had nothing in it about strangers wearing white here, but it added a whole new layer to his newfound Channel Void theory. Granted, it was only minutes old and had been caused by a weird-ass stoned dream, but what if the science checked out? Could a place like Channel Void exist in reality?

	Paul looked back at the screen and looked at the first comment that had been added to XxVoidFan69xX’s post. Their name was ‘BullshitFuel’. 

	“What?” BullshitFuel wrote. “You’re going to offer all this information with no proof? This sounds like you’re trying to rehash the argument from last month about the Lost Episode script. Channel Void is a TV show. I came to this forum to talk about my favorite episodes and swap behind-the-scenes rumors and stories. If this is the kind of shit you people are posting here, I think I’m going to try another forum.”

	“Damn, BullshitFuel,” Paul said. “I know how you got your name now.”

	The only other comment was XxVoidFan69Xx simply saying, “Then leave, bitch.”

	Now the gears in Paul’s head turned, though they still felt as if they’d been gummed up. He couldn’t stop imagining XxVoidFan69xX’s point about Channel Void being something tangible that existed somewhere in America, the Men in White from his dreams, and BullshitFuel’s belief that it had all been…well, bullshit.

	Paul knew that not everything you read on the internet is real. Hell, there’d been tons of conspiracy theories all over it that ranged from harmless to crazy shit that has made people want to overthrow democracy. He also believed there was more than met the eye when it came to reality in general. There had to be something to the world and how it worked. If a veil between reality and something else existed—which it had to—then there also had to be a way to peek behind it and see the inner workings that mankind had not been meant to see. Even a well-oiled and maintained machine breaks down over time, and that could be true with the fabric of reality and existence in general.

	Paul’s father had an obsession with these things as well, and he had watched dozens of different TV shows dealing with these phenomena. Paul used to watch with him, staying up well past his bedtime to learn about alien abductions, strange sightings around the world, and other dismissed notions about what could or couldn’t be lurking around the corner. He’d have nightmares as a child of being taken into outer space by slender gray figures with big, almond-shaped eyes from watching too much before bedtime, but he believed at the time that he had been abducted. Hell, there’d been no evidence to argue that it had been a dream.

	But that had been a long time ago, and adulthood meant putting away the ideals and imagination of youth. He no longer watched those alien sighting shows, and he told himself when he thought about it that aliens hadn’t come down in his backyard, taken him into space for a bit, and dropped him back in his bed with a fuzzy memory of the whole ordeal.

	Now, however, that old case file from his memories had been reopened, and that experience he’d dismissed as childhood imaginative fiction could be proof that most humans had no idea what waited for them by scratching the surface of the veil between what they perceived as reality and what they shunned to wild stories of events that couldn’t possibly be real.

	Paul’s reopening of his old memories had taken him to the point where he knew his mind would continue to mess with him till he got some sleep, a large dose of caffeine, and pissed all the THC out of his system.

	“This shit is too crazy.” 

	Paul closed the laptop and tossed it on the couch next to him. He rubbed his hands on his face, scratching at his sparse beard. He let out a huge yawn, put his head back, and did his best to sleep while sitting upright on the couch.

	When a weak and broken sleep came, he did not dream again.
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	Some equations don’t make themselves right in the end, no matter what you do to manipulate the numbers. That sounded like something Ron Shea had said once, even if he hadn’t.

	Channel Void and everything Paul had learned from his early morning internet search remained on his mind while he worked. Jim woke up to find him on the couch showered and dressed, and he used the odd occasion to grill his boyfriend on what had led him to be there. Paul explained he had a bad dream and couldn’t get back to sleep, but Jim didn’t seem a hundred percent satisfied with the answer. Either way, Paul didn’t have enough time to explain the dream about the Channel Void episode with the Men in White that wasn’t real and the internet forum exploration that followed.

	And Jim had indeed suggested that porn sites and masturbation were involved the moment he noticed Paul’s laptop lying on the couch next to him. Paul still didn’t know what answer would have been satisfactory, and it would remain a mystery without an ending.

	The day dragged. They all did that, but this one was especially brutal. Paul worked in a cubicle putting together electronic diagrams and schematics for commercial architect customers. The job got dull at times, and he often found his mind wandering far away from his desk. After doing it for almost a decade, he found he didn’t have to put too much of his brainpower on certain tasks.

	That’s how his mind wandered, once again, to Channel Void and the episode from his dream. Even after his conversation with Jim, a large mug of black coffee, and a couple of eggs for breakfast, it refused to leave his mind. Paul wished he hadn’t needed to close his eyes and drift into a broken sleep. There might’ve been something more significant than an incomplete message board squabble somewhere in the stray electrons of the internet.

	Not that there’d been anything significant about the dream or the fact that it may have had a foundation in reality.

	Paul closed his eyes to rest them for a minute. He leaned back in his chair and took a long breath. It was the closest thing to meditation a cubicle jockey like him could muster during a workday, but it helped to fight off the mental cobwebs now and again.

	Nothing became any clearer, but Paul hadn’t thought it would. He saw the woman in his mind’s eye again. Gretchen’s black and white form lay on the ground, screaming with her hand between herself and her attackers. The Men in White converged on her, ready to do whatever they did to interlopers in their neighborhood dimensional pocket. Then Ron Shea, as nonchalant as ever, returned to sum up another odd tale.

	If you find yourself here, by accident or on purpose, you can rest assured that you’ve wandered into a dimension adjacent to Channel Void.

	“Paul?”

	Paul almost jumped. “Sorry. I was resting my eyes for a minute.” He turned to find one of his managers standing next to the entrance to his cubicle. He thought he would be in trouble for napping, and he wondered if he’d fallen asleep for more than a few seconds while on his makeshift meditative absence. “What’s up, Doug?”

	Doug was a man in his mid-fifties. His belly had grown over the years he worked overseeing Paul’s department, but his shirts hadn’t been resized for the expansion. It looked like his buttons struggled in a battle that would soon be lost, but the brave soldiers fought onward with tenacity against the gut that threatened to tear them from the yellowish fabric.

	A polo shirt would have been a much better choice, but management types love their buttons.

	“Peter and I want to have a quick meeting with you,” Doug said. “Are you free right now?”

	It would have been stupid for Paul to say he wasn’t, especially after he had been caught resting his eyes. He didn’t particularly feel up for any kind of meeting in his current state of groggy coherence, but he knew whatever meeting would be something that couldn’t be put off for long. They never were.

	“Sure,” Paul replied. “Right now as in right this second?”

	Doug nodded. “If you’re free.”

	“I’m free enough.” Paul rose and tried not to waver on his feet. Once he’d accomplished his goal, he followed Doug toward the offices with the glass doors that watched over the many rows of cubicles. A lot of them were empty, but they’d be filled with temporary employees during the company’s busy time of year. Now, though, they were slow and kept only the core members of their team—which included Paul.

	Then again, the impromptu meeting could change that.

	Watercolors Architecture was a staple to the construction business in the New Haven area along the towns that bordered the Connecticut city. Autumn had arrived in full force, and construction companies slowed as Thanksgiving and the inevitable winter approached. In the nine years since Paul had joined their team, he never had a week where he sat around waiting for something to do.

	He was lucky like that.

	For now.

	Peter sat at his desk typing an email when Paul and Doug entered. The office was only a little bigger than the typical cubicle, but Peter was only a low-level manager, watching over the cubicle farm and its denizens with Doug on a daily basis.

	“Hi, Paul,” Peter said, clicking the enter button to send his completed email. He swiveled in his chair toward his visitors. He was older than Doug and had a head of gray hair and thin glasses on top of his crooked nose. He offered a smile of coffee-stained teeth. “Don’t worry. You’re not in any trouble.”

	“That’s good.” Paul added a fake laugh. Even if Peter wasn’t funny, he liked to pretend he was. “What’s up?”

	“As you probably know,” Peter replied, “Wendell is retiring at the end of the month.”

	“Oh. I didn’t know that. Good for him.”

	“His position as a senior engineer will be open,” Doug said. He had opted to stand near Peter instead of sitting in the other seat across from his desk, and Paul wondered if it was some kind of power move to not sit too close to the hourly peons. “Peter and I feel you’d be a good fit for it.”

	Paul leaned back in his chair. He’d never considered it since he’d never thought he’d ever be up for a promotion to that level. It’s not like he’d come bashing through the place like a ball of fire. For the most part, he did enough to get by and keep himself employed.

	“I don’t know what to say,” Paul admitted. “Thanks, I guess.”

	Peter’s smile widened. “It does come with a raise and quite a few added benefits like longer vacation periods. Four weeks a year to start.”

	Paul let out a nervous laugh. “I haven’t even taken one this year.” It had occurred to him to take one at some point, but there weren’t many trips or excursions that had jumped out at him. He figured it would be a waste to take the time off of work to sit at home and take up space there rather than in his cubicle.

	“I know. Doug and I have both noticed your dedication.”

	Well, at least it seemed like he did it for the betterment of Watercolors rather than because he was too boring, lazy, and introverted to do anything with his time off.

	“Do yourself a favor,” Peter said. “We can get coverage for your work. Why don’t you take a week or two for yourself after you finish your current projects? Afterward, you can come back and start your new position. We want you fully trained before we get busy when we canvas for contractor employees.  What do you say, Paul? If you want the job, it’s yours.”

	 

	***

	 

	“So, what did you say?” Jim asked.

	“I couldn’t refuse,” Paul replied. “They had me cornered with everything. I think part of urging me to take a vacation was to have one less ass in the cubicles there during the slow season, but I might be too cynical.”

	“So, you said yes?”

	Paul sighed. “I said yes, though I wished they had given me some time to think it over.”

	“Time? What for? It’s a promotion and some paid time off. Sounds like a slam dunk to me.”

	“I don’t know. The pay and perks are better than what I have now, but it is more work having to deal with whatever contractors are working under me. It’s going to be a big adjustment for sure since I don’t like people much.”

	“The job shouldn’t be that much of a problem, though. Don’t overthink it. You know your shit. I’m sure you’ll adapt and overcome the hurdles at the start.” 

	They were on their way to Paul’s family’s house for a Friday night dinner. His parents had a longstanding tradition of having their sons and their significant others over once a week. It was special tonight, though, or at least it should have felt that way. Not only had Paul gotten a promotion at work after doing the same job for almost a decade, but his family would meet Jim for the first time as well.

	“This is my parents’ street here,” Paul said, taking a left. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?’

	Jim chuckled. “We’re only having dinner, right? Not like you’re coming out of the closet or anything crazy like that. Besides, all the talk is going to be about you and your new promotion. I doubt they’re going to give me much of a second thought.”

	“I wish I shared your optimism.” Paul still felt exhausted. He had contemplated blowing off dinner with his parents altogether, but he didn’t feel like having that conversation. Also, he still needed to eat, and he didn’t feel like he’d have the energy to cook for himself. Getting stoned and ordering dinner a few nights during the week took its toll on his wallet.

	“Last chance to break up with me before you meet my family,” Paul said, pulling into the driveway. “It’ll be easy to call yourself an Uber and get home.”

	Jim sighed. “You’re not even going to drive me to my house?”

	Paul shrugged. “Why should I if you just dumped me?”

	“I am not dumping you a hundred feet from your parents’ house.” Jim laughed and leaned in for a kiss. “Don’t be nervous. Parents always love me. It’s their damn kids that keep breaking up with me. We’ll be fine. And don’t worry. I won’t tell them you get up in the middle of the night to jerk off on the couch.”

	With that, Jim got out of the car.

	“I wasn’t doing that!” Paul shouted, opening his door. “If I were going to jerk off, I’d tell you. I’m not exactly ashamed of it!”

	“Yeah,” Ted—Paul’s older brother—added with a snort. “We know.” He dropped his cigarette on the ground and stomped it out.

	“Dad’s going to be pissed you’re leaving butts on his driveway again,” Paul said.

	“What else is new?” Ted scoffed. He looked toward Jim. “Ah, we can meet your boyfriend. Finally, mom can shut up about it.” Ted went and introduced himself to Jim with a firm handshake and a beaming smile. He had always been the more handsome, charismatic, and popular brother. Paul calculated how long till Jim swooned.

	Paul went inside ahead of his brother and boyfriend. He greeted his mother while she finished a tray of lazy lasagna. She was a robust woman named Ruth. She wore a floral-patterned blouse and wore black leggings with it. When Jim entered, Paul introduced him to her, and she almost broke into a fit of applause. She always got overenthusiastic whenever Paul brought home a new guy for her to meet.

	Jim met Paul’s father Will next. He grunted as he got up and muted the Bigfoot documentary he’d been watching. He was tall and had a full beard of gray and light brown. He introduced himself to Jim and asked if he believed in Bigfoot.

	Next came Ted’s wife and daughter, who had already sat at the table, waiting for dinner. Nora scolded her nine-year-old daughter—something that happened often. She looked right at home with her classic Karen haircut and meticulous makeup. Little Nicole did her best not to chuckle when she caught Paul mouthing along with the scolding, doing his best mean-mugging impersonation of his sister-in-law.

	“You know, Paul,” Nora said, not taking her eyes off her daughter, “I can still see you mocking me from the corner of my eye.” She turned toward Paul and glared at him. “Do you think it’s necessary to undermine me like that when I’m trying to have a conversation with my daughter?”

	Paul contorted his face as if he were deep in thought for about three seconds “Yes?”

	Nora scoffed. “This must be your new boyfriend. Jake?”

	“Jim,” Paul corrected. “This is my sister-in-law, Nora.”

	“I’m charmed to meet all of you,” Jim said. He smiled. It felt a bit awkward, but it was cute at the same time.

	“Dinner’s ready!” Ruth called from the kitchen. Nora, can you help me bring it out?”

	Nora groaned and rolled her eyes. “Sure, Ruth. I’ll be right there.” She got up and looked at her daughter. “Come on. You’re going to help, too.”

	“Alright.” Nicole got up and followed her mother, but not without looking toward her Uncle Paul and mouthing some nonsense, getting a semblance of a win against her tyrannical mother. Paul offered her a wink and a covert thumbs-up as a reward for her brave deed of parental mockery.

	“Your family is really nice,” Jim said, squeezing Paul’s hand. “Nice and normal. I told you.”

	Ted laughed as he passed by them to take his seat next to where his wife had sat a moment ago. “Don’t be so rash, Jake. You don’t know us that well yet.”

	 

	***

	 

	“So I’m doing this ancestry test through the internet,” Nora said during dinner. “They sent me this tube, and I had to fill it with spit. I walked around with it all day, spitting and filling it up.”

	“It was gross,” Nicole remarked. 

	“No one asked you, honey. Anyway, I mailed it back to them, and they’re going to analyze my DNA and tell me about my ancestors.”

	“Hope it was worth it when the government gets your DNA,” Will muttered before popping some food into his mouth.

	“Excuse me?” Nora asked.

	Will swallowed. “Those companies who run those ancestor tests give copies of your DNA to the government. If the police or the feds are ever going to be looking for you, they’ll be able to trace you through any skin flakes or hair you leave at the scene of the crime.”

	Nora scoffed. “What do you think I’ll be doing where DNA evidence will need to be gathered to incriminate me?”

	“All I’m saying is they give the government your DNA. What you conclude from that sad fact is your business. You won’t catch me doing any of those ancestor tests. That’s for damn sure.”

	“See where Paul gets it from?” Ruth asked Jim.

	“Mom!” Paul whined.

	Ruth waved a hand toward Paul, keeping her gaze on Jim. “How long have the two of you been together?”

	“A little over three months,” Jim replied. “It’s been all good so far.”

	“That’s great,” Ruth said, beaming a huge smile of approval. “How did the two of you meet? Paul’s been tightlipped about the whole thing, but you know how he is.”

	“Mom,” Paul groaned. “I told you. We met in a bookstore. We were both in the sci-fi section. Jim was looking for a thrilling new space adventure in the veins of Star Wars or Cowboy Bebop, and I wanted an old classic like Dune or John Carter of Mars. We wound up at the same shelf, we spoke a bit, Jim asked for my number, and that was that.”

	“That was way too many details to be true,” Ruth said. “How did you and Jim really meet?”

	“That’s how it happened. Tell her, Jim.”

	Jim sighed. “We met on a dating app called Love Chowder.”

	“What the hell?!” Paul snapped.

	“What? Your mom was right. That story had way too many details to be believable.”

	“Love Chowder?” Ted asked. “Is that the gay hookup one? Doesn’t sound too sanitary with a name like Love Chowder.”

	“What does that mean?” Nicole asked.

	“Never you mind,” Nora scolded. “Eat your dinner.”

	Nicole frowned and dug into her food with her fork.

	“That’s not the site you’re thinking of anyway,” Jim said. “Love Chowder is a normal dating app. It’s the one with the little squids on the commercial.”

	“Oh yeah,” Ruth said. “I love that ad! Find your ideal squidmate!”

	“Did Paul tell you he got a promotion at work?” Jim asked, doing Paul the biggest favor in the universe by changing the subject.

	“Finally!” Ruth called, looking upward. “How long have you been there? Fifteen years?”

	“Nine years,” Paul groaned, rolling his eyes. “Though sometimes it does feel like a lot longer.”

	“It’s about damn time either way. Maybe now you can get something bigger than that apartment of yours.”

	“Mom.”

	“And you can get a better car, too. That one you’ve been driving is going to lose its engine on the highway one day.”

	“Mom.”

	“And you can finally take a vacation. When’s the last time you left Connecticut?”

	“Mom!”

	“What?”

	Paul blinked a few times. “I don’t know.”

	“Why don’t you go somewhere nice like Mom says,” Ted added, smiling his best evil genius smile. “Nora and I took a cruise last year to Alaska. It was amazing.”

	“I don’t know about all that,” Paul said. “My bosses did offer me a bunch of time off before the promotion takes effect. They suggested I take at least two weeks of the four weeks of vacation time I have now.”

	“What?” Jim asked. “You didn’t tell me that.”

	Paul turned toward him. “Yes I did. I just told you on the way here.”

	“Oh.”

	“But that’s amazing,” Ruth continued. “You have the time off, and I know you’ve been saving your money for something big like this. It’s a sign! You need to let down your hair and do something for yourself. Maybe the two of you can go somewhere together.

	Paul sighed. “We’ve only been dating a few months.”

	“Hush. When you know it’s important, you know.”

	Paul sighed again, but he didn’t want to keep arguing about where his relationship was going with Jim sitting right next to him. It felt much too soon to be planning Alaskan cruises together.

	“You don’t have to take a cruise like your brother,” Ruth said, plucking the thought from Paul’s head. “How about a little vacation to Florida or California.”

	“California?” Paul asked. For some reason, Ron Shea came back into his mind. Wasn’t that where he left his diary? No. He had died in New Mexico, living on his ranch.

	“Maybe New Mexico,” Paul suggested with a shrug.

	“New Mexico?” Ted asked. “What the shit is in New Mexico?”

	“Don’t swear at the table!” Ruth snapped.

	“There’s plenty in New Mexico,” Will said. “Like Las Vegas.”

	“That’s in Nevada!” Ruth corrected. “We’ve been there.”

	“Oh.” Will looked from his wife and back to Paul. “Then what’s in New Mexico?”

	“I’d like to sightsee, I guess,” Paul replied. “Do I have to decide where I want to go right now? I don’t even know if I want to go anywhere at all.”

	“Well you can’t stay home that whole time,” Ted said. “What are you going to do, stay in your apartment for two weeks smoking weed and watching Channel Void reruns?”

	“Don’t bring Channel Void into this,” Paul muttered.

	“Are you still watching that show?” Ted continued. “I remember when you had us staying up all night when they did the marathons. There was some weird stuff on that show.”

	“Like what?” Nicole asked her father.

	“Aliens and time travel and all sorts of sci-fi nonsense.”

	“It wasn’t nonsense,” Paul retorted. “They were all stories from Ron Shea, and they’ve arguably really happened.”

	Paul hadn’t meant to say the last part. His brain still operated at part-power, and he had hoped to keep the theories on which he’d been stewing to himself.

	“What?” Ted asked with a laugh. “Do you think the crap on that show is real?”

	“No. That’s not what I meant to say.”

	“You said something like that last night when we were watching that one with the old couple in the diner,” Jim added. “You said every episode was based on actual events.”

	“The phrase ‘based on actual events’ doesn’t mean all that stuff happened,” Ted said. “You know that, right, Paul? You don’t want the men in white to come after you.”

	Paul dropped his fork. “What did you say?”

	“What? About Channel Void? There’s no way any of that stuff could’ve actually—”

	“Not that. You said something about men in white. What was that supposed to mean?”

	“You know.” Ted laughed. “The men in the white coats will come to take you away to the nuthouse for thinking everything on Channel Void is real. Did you not get the joke?”

	Paul laughed to hide the fact that his brother mentioning his dream had almost given him a minor heart attack. The only time he had mentioned it was when he searched it on the internet that morning. He hadn’t even told Jim the full details of the dream that had gotten him out of bed, not that he wanted to share it with anyone.

	At least it shed a little light on Shea’s later years. If he thought men in white were coming for him, he may have thought he’d be tossed into a nuthouse somewhere.

	“I don’t think I heard it phrased like that before,” Paul said. He figured the best way out of this one with his dignity intact was to lie and not stop lying till he was back in his apartment. “And I don’t think all the weird stuff on that show happened. What I meant was they’re based on actual events, but Ron Shea put the sci-fi twist on them when he wrote the scripts for Channel Void.”

	“I know,” Ted admitted. “I’m busting your balls, bro.”

	“Don’t say ‘balls’,” Ruth said with an eye roll while Nicole giggled behind her hand.

	“It’s actually why I was thinking of New Mexico,” Paul continued, unable to stop himself now that his nerves were in control of his mouth. “That’s where he lived the last part of his life. Maybe I can find some of his notes or diary and see the places where he came up with ideas for the episodes.”

	No one at the table spoke after his statement, and Paul expected to get his balls busted once again at any moment by Ted and probably the rest of his family.

	“That’s a really good idea,” Nora said before anyone could poke fun at him. “It could be a Channel Void road trip! It’ll be like the Sex and the City tour I took the last time I was in New York. You can see all the best spots.”

	“Yeah,” Paul said, getting the shaking in his voice under control. “I may even see the real-life diner from the episode we watched last night.” He elbowed Jim and offered him a small smile.

	“Well, it sounds interesting for sure,” Ruth added. “It sounds like a lovely vacation with an exciting twist. I’m sure you’ll be going along with him, Jim.”

	“Oh?” Jim asked through a mouthful of ziti and meat. “We hadn’t talked about taking any trips together yet. Paul hadn’t told me he was planning to go to New Mexico.”

	“I haven’t been planning anything,” Paul argued. “It’s only an idea that popped into my head during this conversation.”

	“I have some time off coming to me from work, though,” Jim said, thinking on it for a moment. “I don’t know. Is it too soon for that stuff?”

	“Nonsense,” Ruth interjected. “You’ve been together a few months already, right? The trip is just the thing for a budding relationship!”

	“Alright,” Jim said, smiling. “What the heck? You wanted me to get into Channel Void anyway.”

	“Wait,” Paul said. “I’m not—”

	“You two are going to have so much fun,” Nora interrupted. “It’s like a vacation with some detective work and a scavenger hunt. Oh, you should blog your whole trip and post it online. You were looking to become a writer someday, right?”

	“You wanted to be a writer?” Jim asked, looking at Paul with a widening smile. “I’m learning all sorts of things about you tonight. So glad I came here.”

	“I haven’t written anything worthwhile in years,” Paul replied, poking at his food with his fork. “There aren’t that many good ideas floating around out there, and the ones I always find have all been done to death already.”

	“You always give up on stuff too easily,” Will said. “You should do it again. Even if someone did something similar, you can always put a new twist on it.”

	“It’ll be like journaling if you blog about your Channel Void vacation,” Nora added. “That’s what you should call it! ‘Paul and Jim’s Channel Void Vacation’!”

	“That’s too kitschy,” Ted argued. “How about something less innocuous like ‘In Search of Channel Void’?”

	Paul choked on his drink. 

	“Sounds like we have a winner!” Ted announced, laughing. “When do you guys plan on leaving?”

	Paul wished he could get Nora to talk more about spitting into a test tube to send to the government DNA vault or whatever.

	 

	***

	 

	Paul and Jim drove back toward Paul’s apartment building following dinner and dessert. The whole evening ended when his father farted so loud he might’ve blown out his bowels, which happened to be unfortunate but also a regular occurrence.

	“That wasn’t that bad,” Jim said, breaking the silence. “I don’t know why you thought it was going to be a disaster. Aside from the fart heard ‘round the world, everything was great.”

	“You don’t have to go to New Mexico with me,” Paul blurted. “That whole thing got blown out of proportion.”

	Jim turned away from the window and looked at Paul. “Oh, so you’re not going, then? I figured you’d enjoy a trip like that.”

	“I…I don’t know. I hadn’t thought about any of this or planned anything. I only just found out about this promotion and the raise and vacation time that comes with it. I don’t even know if I want to go anywhere at all.”

	“You should do it, even if you don’t want me there. I know how much you love Channel Void, and this seems like a good way to spend your paid time off. Nora was right. This kind of thing suits you more than sitting on a cruise ship and staring at the ocean.”

	“That does sound nice and relaxing, though.”

	“Maybe next time, but I know what doing the Channel Void scavenger hunt tour would mean to you. Hell, maybe blogging about it would be good for you. It’ll get you back into writing again.”

	Paul sighed. “You’re right. And I never said I didn’t want you to come with me. I only said you didn’t have to. You know…in case you felt pressured by my family to agree so they’d shut up about it or whatever.”

	Jim laughed. “That might have been part of it, but that’s not the only reason I agreed to go. I think this will be good for you. Good for us. Let’s book it and go on the Channel Void tour!”

	And there it was, all laid out before another argument against it could be made. Paul wanted to argue more, but sitting in his apartment with nothing to do lost what little luster it had. Maybe Jim and his family were right about everything. Maybe he needed some time off from the real world. Hell, some people couldn’t take vacations at all, and he had one staring him in the face, waiting for him to say ‘yes’ and go. Why squander the opportunity?

	“Alright.” Paul smiled as he drove home. “Let’s do it.”

	 


 

	[image: Image]

	 

	 

	Writing felt a lot like riding a bike for Paul. He didn’t want to ride one at all, but he’d known how to do it all along.

	He’d thought the task of writing a travel blog would prove to be daunting, but he found himself wanting to do it. Even if he had felt pushed into doing it at dinner with his family, the snap decision proved to light a metaphorical fire under his literal ass. As Thanksgiving weekend and the start of his Channel Void vacation approached, Paul’s excitement grew, and he couldn’t remember the last time he had felt that way about something.

	That excitement, however, had caused his inner defenses to crank themselves up to eleven.

	“Do I need to write about packing and shit?” Paul asked as he shoved the last of his spare underwear into his suitcase. “How about I add a chapter or two about how we’re ditching out on Thanksgiving dinner with my family to chase after a possible location for television show episodes?”

	“Cut it out.” Jim smiled as he sat on the edge of the bed. He had already come with his bag packed from his place. He still lived with his parents and stayed on the third floor of their home like he had a little apartment without a kitchen or a bathroom. Thirty years old, and he remained content waiting for his father to finish taking a shit before he could get into the shower before work every morning. 

	“We both know you want to go on this trip,” Jim continued. “You can’t fool me.”

	Paul sighed and returned the smile. “I know. I guess I’m not happy unless there’s something to complain about.”

	The thing he didn’t tell Jim was the fact that the promised blog he’d tasked himself to write throughout the trip would be a lie. Paul hadn’t gotten around to admitting to his boyfriend that he had no plans aside from searching for Ron Shea’s lost diary by visiting his nephew in Albuquerque and bugging him until he admitted his deceased uncle’s diary indeed existed. In a bizarre twist, Paul also told himself over and over that his plan would work, even if it might turn out to be as solid as baby shit.

	“Done,” Paul said, locking his suitcase. “See. I told you I could fit everything in there.”

	“Good. I should remind you we’re only going to be gone for two weeks. You’re not going to need half of what you packed.”

	“I was a Boy Scout. They have this thing about always being prepared.”

	Jim chuckled. “When were you ever a Boy Scout?”

	“It was for a month or so when I was nine, I think. Anyway, I remember that much at least.”

	“Well, I’m prepared enough with everything else. I got our plane tickets ready for tomorrow, the rental car will be waiting for
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