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Chapter I – The Old Shop
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Mark Spencer’s little shop belonged to another era, one in which people still believed in plants, in patience, and in things made by human hands. The wooden floor creaked softly at every step, and the shelves of old fir wood were packed to the brim with jars, tinctures, and small bags of herbs picked by him. Labels were neatly handwritten, impeccable, yet untouched.

It was 2020 in the small town of Bend, Oregon.

On the counter, a thin layer of dust lay. Not dirt, but a kind of dust of sincerity, of the long days in which no one had stepped through the door.

Mark, well past middle age, wore a slightly worn white coat. He sat hunched over a thick ledger filled with debts. He flipped through the pages slowly, and their rustle sounded like farewell notes spoken too politely.

He stood and walked among the shelves. Anyone else would have seen only products. Mark saw pieces of his life. He saw recipes he had worked on for years, combinations he had tested, and herbs picked at sunrise on mornings when he was alone with the dew. 

He lifted a tincture toward the light and watched the green liquid tremor inside the glass. “How much of my soul I have put into you, little wonders,  and all for nothing.” It wasn’t reproach or drama. It was a gentle, almost tender acknowledgment.

He set it back down with the care one would give a fragile heart. Then he looked at the shop door, the same door that hadn’t opened in days. Maybe weeks. Maybe months. He had stopped counting. 

On the counter lay several glossy magazines filled with colorful ads: broad smiles, flashy graphics, dazzling promises. Mark picked one up and flipped through it with a bitter smirk.

“THE NEWEST SUPPLEMENT FROM THE NANO-ULTRA-MAX LABS.”

“GUARANTEED BY CELEBRITIES.”

“BUY 3 AND GET SUPER-MEGA-BIONIC EFFECTS.”

Mark shook his head. “They sell nothing, but they sell. I sell truth, and that’s out of fashion now.”

He sank onto his old oak chair, which creaked like a tired but loyal old friend. The afternoon light entered through the window that hadn’t changed in a lifetime.  It was not dirty, just aged from so much waiting. In that light, everything seemed suspended in silence.

Mark didn’t feel defeated. He wasn’t the type to declare himself beaten. He felt a calm melancholy instead.  He had the feeling a man has when he knows he’s done everything he could. Maybe people hadn’t truly understood him. Or perhaps he hadn’t known how to reach them.

He turned back to the debt registers and studied them for a while. He smiled briefly, without bitterness. “This is all I could do. Will I ever pay them? And if not, what will they take from me? The tinctures? The mint leaves?”

He took the tea beside him into his hands. It had long gone cold. He drank it anyway, out of habit, and continued studying the registers. Not with despair. Not with fear, but with that quiet sadness that only people who still believe can feel.
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Chapter II – The Move That Changes Everything
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The small courtyard behind Mark’s shop was quiet that Saturday morning.  It was a hidden corner of peace that only he and Vincent ever used. A few pots with mint and lemon balm lined the old fence, and a cracked stone table stood beneath a grapevine that had long stopped giving fruit but still offered shade. It was their place, their tiny slice of paradise, untouched by the noise of the town.

At that stone table, as they had every weekend for nearly thirty years, Mark and Vincent were playing chess.

Mark stared at the board without really seeing it. His rook hung in the air, half lifted. When he finally looked up, he gazed somewhere into the distance, as if a cosmic solution were waiting for him beyond the fence.

Vincent cleared his throat theatrically. “Are you planning to make your move today or next week? Because I’ve got time. I’m only retiring in 2030.”

Mark snapped out of his trance. “Ah... sorry. I drifted off a bit.”

“You drifted off a lot, my friend.” Vincent examined him with one eyebrow raised. “You’ve got that face, the one that says, ‘I've been hit by reality’. What happened? Did you finally discover that ginkgo biloba doesn’t help you think faster?”

Mark smiled with half his mouth. “The shop... is doing badly.”

“The shop has been doing badly for ten years, that’s no news. It’s like telling me grass is green. Something else is eating you.”

Mark sighed. He set the rook on the table and ran a hand through his hair.  “Vincent, I think it’s over. I’m closing. There’s nothing left to do.”

Vincent stared at him for a moment, then burst into a hearty laugh.  “Nothing left to do? You’ve never used that sentence without inspiration smacking you over the head ten minutes later. You can’t stop now. You invented that tea that makes people sleep like a log, and the immunity balm that smells like childhood. How could you close?”

Mark looked again at the chessboard.  “Truth isn’t something people want anymore, Vince. They want pills with pompous names, shiny packaging, and impossible promises. They sell garbage, and people buy it. I sell something real, and no one buys it.”

Vincent leaned his elbows on the old stone table. “Ah, so that’s where we are, in the eternal battle between truth and marketing. My friend, marketing beats truth every day, with a stick, in broad daylight.”

Mark laughed bitterly. “Exactly.”

Vincent pretended to light an imaginary cigarette, just for effect. He hadn’t smoked in fifteen years, but the gesture relaxed him.  “Then do the same.”

“What do you mean, do the same?”

“Sell nothing.”

Mark froze. “What should I sell?”

“Nothing. Zero. Zilch. Vacuum in a box. Gorgeous packaging, bright colors, exaggerated slogans. If everyone sells nothing and gets rich, then you sell nothing too, but do it in your style; so we can laugh properly.”

Mark burst out laughing. “You’re insane. Me, selling nothing? I, who worked a lifetime on real remedies?”

“Precisely. You’re the perfect guy for it. You know the contrast. You can make a masterpiece of parody, and at the same time, you’ll get rid of your debts. Actually, no, you could create an avalanche of jabs at the gullible, and hold a mirror up to society.”

Mark stopped for a long moment.

Vincent saw him transform right there.  A spark, small at first, then growing, lit up Mark’s eyes.

“Wait a second, if... if I packaged it nicely... if I found boxes... colorful ones... themes... versions... Nothing, Nothing Forte, Mega Nothing...”

Vincent clapped lightly. “Exactly. You’ve got genius in you, my friend. I remember that from university. And do you know what? Others remember it too. Go to your old colleague, what was his name? Ralf, right? The one with the packaging factory. Make a barter. Give him all your natural products, and he’ll make you empty boxes for a decade.”

Mark suddenly stood up from the stone bench. “Empty boxes...”

Vincent grinned widely. “Empty boxes and on them you write whatever you want. Super Nothing. Premium Nothing. Nothing for Kids. Nothing Max.”

Mark burst, “Nothing Ultra Mega Gold Limited Edition!”

“Bravo!” Vincent roared with laughter. “See? You’re already successful, with me, at least.”

Mark was now pacing around the courtyard, changing direction, then coming back, then stopping again. “I’d change the shop sign too. I’d paint it myself. Big letters: We’re closing. We sell NOTHING at 80% off.”

Vincent coughed theatrically, “Eighty percent off nothing. I’m not sure if that’s a terrible deal or the most brilliant idea of the century.”

Mark placed his hands on the cool stone table and looked at him with an energy he hadn’t shown in years. “Vince,  I think you just saved my life.”

Vincent pushed his chess piece toward Mark. “For now, save your king. This is check.”

Mark glanced at the board and burst out laughing again. “Check, but not mate.”

“Never, mate, my friend. Never.”
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Chapter III – Ralf Knoffler
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The building of “Knoffler Packaging Solutions” looked like a modern glass cube, carved out of a future where everything worked flawlessly. Mark felt small as he stepped through the revolving door, carrying his old briefcase with worn corners that squeaked softly with every step.

The lobby was huge, bright, and as cold as an exhibition hall. Two giant ornamental plants stood by the reception desk. They were so perfectly green that Mark suspected they were more plastic than the future of the pharmaceutical industry itself.

The receptionist, a young blonde with thin glasses and a professional smile, glanced at him. “How may I help you, sir?”

“I’d like to speak with Mr. Knoffler. I’m an old high school colleague.”

“He’s in a meeting. Would you like to wait?”

“Yes, yes, of course.”

She gestured toward a cushioned chair. Mark sat down, gripping his briefcase nervously. Behind the glass doors of the conference room, he could hear voices rising and falling like waves. From time to time, Ralf’s booming voice came through clearly.  It was the same voice that used to argue with teachers in high school that they didn’t know how to explain math “in a language fit for intelligent people.”

Half an hour passed. Then another fifteen minutes. Mark started wondering whether he should sneak out quietly, like a thief of someone else’s schedule.

The receptionist lifted her eyes with a hint of pity softening her expression.  “If it’s something very urgent
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