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The town is called Oblivion. Technically it’s not even really a town - it’s just a suburb of Portland, Oregon, a nondescript unincorporated nothing in the Pacific Northwest of the United States. Joe has been living here since he turned fifteen, and when dear old dad died and left him an inheritance of half a million dollars, he - aspiring to comic book artist superstardom on the Internet and beyond - used a hefty chunk of the cash to buy the comic store in Oblivion, Oregon. It’s been doing pretty great, you know, but it hasn’t quite taken off the way Joe had hoped yet. Only kids and neckbeards from the other suburbs of Portland come to visit on anything resembling a regular basis, which isn’t really a good feeling. Last week a woman one could actually consider beautiful came inside and looked around for five minutes before asking Joe in a low, somewhat embarrassed tone, “Could you help me find something, quote, cool? My son is autistic and he just loves these comics, and I, well, I have no clue what I’m doing here!”

Joe felt something like a twinge of pain within him as he talked to this poor, beautiful woman about what comics her son liked. He was a youngster, so Joe found him some good Spider-Mans and Moon Girl and Devil Dinosaurs, and he guesses he felt sort of good about himself for landing a fifteen-dollar purchase and forging a tenuous connection with another human being. Then he remembered how strange and bizarre life had recently become, checked every lightbulb in the shop, and promptly felt like shit again. 

At home, after work, Joe checks every lock and latch on every door and window in his house. It’s a nice house; a New Traditional Craftsman with a garage and a spacious master and guest bedroom. This is another perk of having a dead rich dad, though Joe supposes he’d rather have his father alive than his fair-to-middling comic shop and his nice, contemporary house with his father dead. Joe stands in his great living room and listens to the electronic noises of the house and the neighborhood around him - the buzzing of the refrigerator in the kitchen and the crackle of car tires down asphalt outside and the dogs barking like crazy next door and the air conditioner as a low din beneath everything else. He waits until his heart quiets, then goes to get something to eat. 

His doctor says he has obsessive-compulsive disorder. That’s a really difficult diagnosis if Joe understands correctly. He takes an SSRI once a day every morning to help with the mind-numbing depression that comes with having a brain like his, and it helps a little, but he still has to do what he has to do every day. The lingering in the kitchen and the bathroom to see if the faucets are fully off, and checking the doors and the windows all the time, and twisting lightbulbs in so tightly he threatened to break them sometimes, and opening and closing the pickle, jam, and mayonnaise jars.

At night, he dreams of Jack, his twin brother, with tubes plugged into his body. In the morning he’ll go visit him in the hospital, say hi and talk to him about all the things you talk to someone in a coma about so that they keep having stimuli to internally react to or whatever, but at night, he just dreams of his brother lying still, inert, like he was always meant to be unconscious. Jack was such a sleepyhead growing up, after all. 

Joe gets up after a vision of a blanket ghost piercing the veil and brushes his teeth and does something about his hair. In the mirror, his doppelganger seems to move a step ahead of him, always two seconds before his every movement. He decides he needs to call Nick today, because Nick would know what to do about all of this mess. He turns the light off in the bathroom and goes to get dressed and really start his day.

When Joe gets to The Shop (because yes, feeling tongue-in-cheek and clever he named his comic book store The Shop), he does his usual routine of checking all the doors and the windows and the lightbulbs and such. A dark cloud hovers over him, obscuring his vision and pressing headaches into his brain. Then he properly opens up shop, knowing Ellen the regular girl will come in at any moment to get things started. Finally he finds the telephone near the register and dials Nick’s number, knowing it by heart at this point.

“Dick’s Whorehouse - you got the dough, we got the ho,” Nick says into the phone by way of answering it, knowing whoever is on the line probably puts up with this shit on a regular basis (or just not caring otherwise).

“Hey, Nick,” Joe says, rubbing his head and hoping that’ll ease his burgeoning migraine a little bit. “That was a really good one this time - were you sitting on that for a long time?”

“No, man, I pulled that one directly out of my rectum,” Nick says easily. The line is crackly on his end; Roxes guesses that he’s probably driving around in that old van of his. “What’s going on, angelface? Is there any mess desperately begging to be cleaned up or do you just like to hear my voice?”

For a beat, Joe feels intensely, horrifically guilty. Then he remembers that Nick knows and indulges him willingly, not out of pity. “I keep seeing things. I figure I need to get out and do something interesting, so I’m calling to ask you to come pick me up for lunch today.”

“Lunch today, lunch today...” Nick sounds thoughtful, which he nearly never is genuinely. Nick doesn’t think, he just talks, which is what he’s doing right now. “I don’t know if I can work you into lunch, kid. I’ve got a job across town and Drew is bringing actual fucking ribs and between all the running around I don’t know how I’m going to be able to come get you.”

“Please, Nick,” Joe pleads, listening to himself and finding that he doesn’t quite like the sound of desperation on him. “I need to get out of my head and you’re the only person who knows how to make me do that. You’re my best friend.”

The best friend card always seems to work. Sure enough...

“Alright, kid, but no bitching about my driving. I gotta make it to Portland by noon-thirty so the speed limit is optional, you hear me?”

Joe manages a smile. Small victories. “Thanks, Nick.”

He spends the morning working on his book and avoiding talk with Ellen. A few kids come in and buy some X-Men issues, and Joe sketches their likenesses onto bystanders in a big grand fight scene. The reader probably doesn’t want to hear about what Joe's book concerns, as it truthfully isn’t that good; for the sake of clarity, though, the reader will note that The Book - called, appropriately and quite cleverly, The Book - tells tales from the land of Gloom, where superheroes and villains regularly do battle in suits of armor and mecha contraptions that grow progressively more complex with each chapter. Joe has been working on The Book for as long as he’s owned The Shop, and they’ve been about as successful as each other. 

It’s around 11:15 when Nick comes strolling into the shop, looking frazzled. It’s hard not to notice someone like Nick, who stands at around six feet three inches and sports dreadlocks the color of a candy apple; who perpetually wears leather and likes to get face tattoos for fun. Joe, as usual, finds himself completely hypnotized by his friend when he enters The Shop in a rush, approaching the front counter with a touch of urgency.

“C’mon, Joe, keys are still in the ignition,” Nick says, drumming a short rhythm against the countertop.

“Wow, I don’t even have time to do my checks before we go?” Joe asks. Ellen looks on with sort of thinly-veiled interest, her being faintly acquainted with Nick in the way everyone in Oblivion is without knowing him that well.

“No, angelface, we have to leave right now.” Nick points emphatically at the ground as he says this. He gives Joe a knowing look. “It’ll be better for you not to indulge that habit right now.”

“It’s not a habit, it’s literally a crippling mental illness,” Joe notes wryly, gathering up his sketchbook and his various pens and pencils into the messenger bag he keeps behind the counter. 

“Tomato, to-mah-to,” Nick retorts with a shrug. As soon as Joe is stepping out from behind the register, he’s headed for the door like a storm moving along a warm coastline, opening said door to the fresh and perfect outside with a flourish. “Come on, kiddo, I’m running late!”

Nick’s van is as nondescript as he is conspicuous. A white two-seater with no discernible make or model and a moderately cracked windshield, it is parked literally on the curb when Joe leaves The Shop. Nick keeps everything imaginable in the back - furniture, a ladder, power tools, calculators, spare clothes, toothbrushes, light reading, miniature scales, baggies of marijuana, probably even someone’s teeth if you looked hard enough. This van is possibly Nick’s most prized possession, beat up and ugly as it is, and Joe has spent many an afternoon riding around in it as Nick’s co-pilot. Anxious as he is, wound up over not being able to do his checks, Joe feels at home and safe as soon as he slides into the passenger seat with Nick behind the steering wheel. He fiddles with the passenger side window, cranking it open and shut about seven times.

“Dude, stop that,” Nick says as he reverses out of his parking spot and gets on the road proper. He doesn’t say it with genuine irritation, as he has never hated Joe for his deficits and his shortcomings; he’s just looking out for Joe's best interests, and checking him for his compulsions is one of myriad ways Nick is a good friend.

Joe has known Nick since high school. He’d moved to Oblivion with his dad and Jack his freshman year, and then Nick was a junior with dreadlocks not yet dyed peel-your-face-off red who cut up in their shared elective theatre class. They sat together in the back of the classroom, and while Joe attempted to retreat further into himself - an adolescent hermit - Nick made it his mission to open him up and make a proper friend out of him. He entertained the class with his improvisational chops, singing and dancing like Wayne Brady to anyone who would listen and laugh at him. He gave Joe his phone number in case he ever wanted to hang out, and soon enough, they were smoking weed in Nick’s parents’ basement on a regular basis, talking about art and sex and which cannabis strains they liked the best. Joe believes that meeting Nick was a fixed point in his life, after which he’d never been the same. Even as his whole life fell apart between his dad dying and Jack slipping into a coma, Nick was there with him. It’s not easy finding people like that who just stick to you.

They drive across Oblivion to Portland proper. Apparently a young couple is moving into a bungalow in Little Vancouver and Nick has been enlisted to help move furniture along with another high school friend (Drew - a good-for-nothing stoner if there ever was one). Joe figures he
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