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        A store for the curious. Enter if you dare…

      

      

      

      Riley Anderson never balks at doing the work asked of her at Friday’s Curious Shop. True strange things happen at the store sometimes. And occasionally a weird customer comes in. But her bosses treat her well and ensure she eats. The quirky thrift shop provided her a job when she might have ended up on the streets. A little dusting and rearranging in exchange for a steady paycheck feels like a win.

      Yet when her boss asks her to dust the children’s toy section, dread wells up in Riley. So strong and choking, she almost says no. Almost refuses.

      Almost runs away.

      She has no reason to fear the old puzzle games and discarded instruments, though. Nothing in the music box case that can hurt her. Nothing truly menacing about the strange, eerie sounds coming from that part of the store. Right?

      But in Friday’s Curious Shop, appearances deceive. And even innocent toys might hold unseen terrors.

      

      Note: This story is also published in the collection HAUNTS AND HOWLS AND FAIRY DALES.
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      Riley stared at her boss, Doreen Sinclair, for a long moment, wondering why the simple request to go dust the children’s toy section of the secondhand store filled her with such dread. She always dusted every part of the store. That was part of her job at Friday’s Curious Shop. Deal with customers. Help Doreen and Ian—the brother and sister who owned the store—when they needed it. Dust things.

      The dusting never seemed to take for very long, so there was always plenty of it to do.

      Something about all the clutter and chaos of tables and shelves and cases stacked tightly together and filled with everything from used tools to elegant scarves. The Queens store, with only a vague sort of organization to all that stuff, seemed to attract dust. Could be the elevated subway that ran past a few blocks away. Or the location, which was on a strange, off-the-beaten-path block not far from a bunch of storage unit businesses—not a place one would normally think a retail story, even a secondhand retail store, would choose. Somehow, they still got enough walk-ins and regular customers to stay in business.

      Riley wasn’t sure how that all worked, honestly. She helped customers from time-to-time, but a lot of her days seemed to be dusting and rearranging and eating the sandwiches Ian Sinclair often treated them all to for lunch.

      But her pay always turned up in her bank account on time every two weeks, no matter how much business the shop seemed to get. That, all on its own, had made taking this job worthwhile. She’d been just about homeless when she’d applied for the sales clerk position here, and since starting, she’d been able to not only afford to keep a roof over her head and pay her part of the rent, she now had health insurance and had been able to get a new contact lens prescription for the first time in two years.

      Friday’s Curious Shop might be a little strange, but this place had saved her from living on the streets. Probably saved her life. This job was worth everything to her. Even if a lot of her time was spent rearranging displays, folding shirts, straightening magazines, attempting to stack mismatched kitchen wares, or moving and removing stacks of maybe-valuable paintings. And dusting. Lots of dusting. Which, every so often, meant dusting the toy section.

      But today, for reasons she couldn’t entirely place, dusting the toy section filled her with near panic. She did not want to go into that part of the story.

      So weird.

      “You okay?” Doreen asked, looking up from the catalogue she was reviewing, pushing her large, electric blue-framed glasses up her nose.

      Doreen had a great collection of glasses and seemed to be wearing a new pair every few weeks. She was perched behind the raised wooden register counter, a common place for her to spend quiet moments, going through a catalogue of collectible glassware. Her curly red hair was pulled back today in a low ponytail, and she wore a deep purple sweater over black trousers. Unlike her brother’s more flamboyant dress sense, Doreen leaned toward more conservative looks, but usually with one interesting pattern or one element of softness in her clothing. Today, that was the cashmere sweater that looked fuzzy and cozy.

      “Fine,” Riley said, trying to force a smile. “My allergies are acting up today. Dusting sounds painful.”

      Doreen nodded and sighed. “I understand. I keep hoping Ian will invent something that keeps this place permanently dusted.” She gave Riley a considering look, her brown eyes huge behind her thick lenses, her light makeup accenting her freckles rather than hiding them. “You want to give dusting a miss today? Not like the dust won’t be there tomorrow.”

      “No, it’s fine. I’ll take care of it.” The Sinclairs were so good to her, Riley hated not doing anything they asked her to do around the shop. It felt disloyal. “I’ll just hold my breath,” she joked.

      “Don’t do that. If you pass out, it might take us a week to find you!” Doreen smiled as she joked, but there was an edge of concern under the joke that surprised Riley.

      “Okay,” she said. “No breath-holding. Just an extra allergy pill at lunch.” She grabbed the duster handle from behind the counter and slid on a fresh puff that would hopefully catch more of the dust and dirt than it sent scattering. Then headed into the toy section, steeling her spine. She’d dusted there before. There was no reason to feel nervous.

      Still, as she neared the case of musical jewelry boxes, the top one opened to reveal a ballerina, frozen en pointe, Riley paused, her pulse racing. She pressed a hand to her chest to try and convince her heartbeat there was no reason to be so nervous.

      She stared at the glass case, at the music boxes.

      Some were old and looked pretty beat up. She wasn’t even sure why they were kept in a case. Chipped paint, worn wood, the musical element missing or broken. But some of them were really beautiful.

      There was one with a green pearlescent inlay, with swirls of gold inside the green giving the box a shimmer. And the blue painted wooden box that looked like a miniature wardrobe from Versailles, complete with gold leaf details. There was the dark blue Wedgewood box that Riley was certain was worth a small fortune, though the price tag said fifty bucks. And the cut crystal box with the musical element visible through the rainbow prism of light that reflected on all the decorative angles.

      The sheer hodge podge of boxes was astounding. And there was no rhyme or reason to their organization in the case. The beautiful ones were shelved next to the worn ones, the antique next to the modern mass-produced.

      Her favorite box in the case was probably the simple dark wood box with an inlaid cut of lighter wood formed into a tree on the lid. There were lines of green running through the wood that looked a little like gemstones. And when the box caught the light just right, it almost looked like it was glowing.

      She’d never seen the inside of the box. It had always remained inside the case and no one had asked to see it. She couldn’t even remember when the Sinclairs had added it to the collection. It hadn’t been there in her first few weeks at Friday’s. But she’d admired it after it had appeared.

      How long had it been there now? She couldn’t remember. There was always so much that came in and went out of the store. Given how few customers came in, she was always surprised by the regular changes in stock. She suspected Ian and Doreen moved items from the back out front and from the front to the back regularly, to make it look like things were changing more than they actually were.

      She took her duster to the glass on the music box case, hesitant to move deeper into the toy section. Most of the toys were just used, modern things with missing pieces and well-worn edges. The sort of things you’d find at a charity shop. Sometimes there was a valuable piece, an original China doll, a board game that was out of print, a collection of marbles with actual valuable marbles inside. But mostly, it was just junk as far as Riley could tell.

      The doll collection had always made her nervous. All those eyes watching her as she dusted.

      But she’d never had this visceral a need to remain outside that part of the store. It wasn’t just her allergies. Something in the shadows was giving her the creeps. Something that wasn’t the dolls was…

      Watching her.

      The sense of being watched made her shiver.

      She focused on the music boxes, on her favorite box, and tried not to notice the crawl of dread along her spine, the shiver of fear over her shoulders, the way the hair on the back of her neck prickled and raised.

      No. Everything was fine. Just the usual low-level weirdness of dead dolls’ eyes staring at her. Everyone thought that was freaky. Honestly, she didn’t know what little kids saw in dolls. There wasn’t one she’d ever seen that didn’t feel mildly sinister.

      But the sense of dread and fear wasn’t coming from the pile of dolls. It was coming from darker shadows near a collection of toy instruments.

      She’d never been bothered by the toy instruments before. The battery-operated, blue plastic microphone didn’t really work anymore but it was cute. The plastic drum set would be some poor parent’s bane one day. The little triangles, the wooden recorders her grandmother
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