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	To anyone wishing their life were more like a sitcom.
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	It’s the Safe Haven dream…again.

	It always happens after watching the show in marathon form. Binging half a dozen episodes of a show before going to bed always feels like a great idea, especially during times of constant stress and unrelenting ambiguity. Times like those seem to come often as of late, so Safe Haven is always in rotation. For this particular viewing, Shannon had chosen a chunk of episodes from season four, continuing from where she’d left off last time she needed to shift her focus to a fictional reality to help her forget her real life and its ongoing problems for a while.

	Safe Haven has a way of permeating one’s gray matter. The eighties were a fun decade to be alive according to the sitcoms of the era. If anything like racism, homophobia, or any other of the societal worries that hadn’t yet been picked up by the mainstream reared their ugly heads, the situation would resolve itself after the episode’s twenty-four-minute runtime—forty-eight minutes if it happened to be a two-parter. These shows were an escape for young Shannon, and always there for her like an old friend when the loudness of the world got too much to bear. Slipping into a world of laughs, group hugs, and sassy comebacks was sometimes just what she needed to make it through the day. 

	Spending time with the Cassidy family always brought joy when Shannon allowed her imagination to take her into the town of Shady Haven to mingle with its residents. Janet was the sweet and understanding mother figure she’d always wanted, and Janet’s husband Hal remained wise and unthreatening, even when pressured or angry. Young Hope wore her innocence on her sleeve as the Cassidys’ daughter, and her brother Jesse was always quick-witted and had his own way of seeing the world. It felt comforting to be part of Safe Haven for a short while despite its promotion of nineteen eighties heteronormative ideals and a few other problematic issues that plagued television of that particular era. Hell, Shannon herself had argued it was all part of the show’s charm.

	“They’re watching from the shadows.”

	Shannon turned as she searched for the whispering young girl. Her white and blue sneakers soaked up the water as they splashed in the puddles of the street. She’d never seen the small imaginary town of Shady Haven plunged into dingy darkness like this before. The pale moon illuminated the suburban street, but gray clouds floated in front of it, blotting out its light in short intervals. Even the streetlights had gone dark, making the trees look like monstrous figures as a cool breeze rustled through the autumn leaves. Shadows from the night crept over the roofs of the houses on the unnamed street while they moved with the clouds.

	“Who’s out there?!” Shannon listened to her voice echo in the distance. She couldn’t tell if the town had been emptied or if the people of Shady Haven were sleeping. Either way, nothing but the sound of the wind and leaves answered once the echoes died. Whoever had whispered the one phrase about someone watching from the shadows hadn’t given up any other information aside from their singular cryptic message.

	This wasn’t like Shannon’s usual Safe Haven dreams. When she’d had them in the past, she saw episodes of the show that had never happened. Oft times they didn’t make sense, and she found herself watching from a place in the background while the Cassidy family went about their business as if one of their biggest fans wasn’t there like a wayward apparition. Sometimes Shannon would interact with the show’s characters, taking part in whatever tiny adventure her brain concocted for that night’s dream episode. Either way, she never had a clear memory of it in the morning, and most of what she’d dreamt would fade by the time she drank her first cup of coffee. Nothing, however, had ever felt like a horror movie had gripped the set of Shannon’s favorite sitcom and refused to let it out of its icy grasp. Sure, Safe Haven had done a handful of Halloween episodes, but nothing that would inspire true, unyielding terror in its viewers.

	Shannon found it odd she’d come to lucidly while inside the dream since it hadn’t ever happened this way before. The moment she realized she was dreaming, a new wave of terror gripped her. The breeze that made the leaves sound like crackling bones felt cold on her skin, right through her sweater. The water that soaked into her shoes and socks chilled her feet, squishing between her toes with every step she took. Whatever had brought on this dream, whether it had been her marathoning so many episodes of Safe Haven or not, felt way more real than anything her mind had ever played for her while she slept.

	“All right, this isn’t funny,” Shannon said, walking toward the corner of the unmarked street. “How do I wake up?”

	Again, nothing but the wind answered.

	“Hello?!” She raised her voice to be heard over the wind and leaves. “Where are the Cassidys?!”

	She had no idea why she’d called out to the family from the show. Maybe she’d come to recognize them as her saviors in this hellish rendition of their town from Safe Haven. Something in her subconscious had to have believed in it since it had burst from her mouth. They always came out on top after every episode and storyline. No matter how dire their situation was, they’d always find a way to wrap it up and learn a moral or two before the ending credits scrolled across a set of stills from that week’s episode.

	Then again, they’d never done a legitimate horror episode during their eight-season run, as Shannon reminded herself as she walked.

	“The shadows are watching,” the girl’s phantom voice repeated in a whisper, coming to Shannon’s ear on the wind. “Always watching…”

	“This isn’t funny!” Shannon exclaimed in defiance.

	Of course it’s not funny, a voice in Shannon’s head argued. If it was supposed to be funny, you would’ve heard the laugh track.

	Shannon got to the end of the street and looked into the darkness of the town. Another cluster of houses stood across from her, dotting the rolling hills of Shady Haven with their pointed roofs and protruding chimneys. Something felt off about it, something more than the spooky lighting and shifting shadows covering the landscape. The houses were dark as if none of the people living there had left on a light by accident. Whatever force wanted her to dream about a darkened version of Safe Haven didn’t want a single speck of illumination aside from what little moonlight crept downward between the cracks of the dark gray clouds.

	The shadows moved, and Shannon took a step back. She almost laughed at herself for being scared of the cloud’s shadows on the roofs and lawns as if it were anything more than her frightened mind playing tricks on her. So when the shadows moved again, she almost shook her head and let it go. But they coalesced into something more than phantom images created by the moonlight. They formed into something bigger, something that had taken the shape of a long, black snake-like creature, slithering between the houses and down the streets as it headed in her direction. 

	Shannon ran, forgetting she had wandered into a dream in a sitcom town that didn’t exist in the real world. All she could do was run while ignoring the feeling of the water squirting out of the sides of her shoes as she pumped her leg muscles to get away from the surging shadow behind her. The air grew colder as she ran, and her breath pumped out of her mouth like clouds of fog rising into the air behind her. The coldness spread from her lungs through her chest, threatening to block her airway. The shadow didn’t give up its pursuit. It stretched toward her, covering the street and sidewalks with inky blackness until it consumed Shannon’s body and her entire being, pulling her back within its invisible maw set below a set of glowing yellow eyes.

	 

	***

	 

	“NO!”

	Shannon sat up in bed in a tee shirt drenched in sweat. She turned to see her pillow and sheets were also soaked. Her body felt slick with its juices as if she’d spent the night marinating in fear. She pulled the cords of the blinds next to her bed to see out of her apartment’s window. Dawn had come, and it had brought a cascade of pink from the horizon, dispelling the night’s shadows and sending the nocturnal creatures back into their hidey holes to wait for dusk to return.

	“Shit,” Shannon muttered, letting go of the cord and letting the blinds crash into the windowsill. They’d been broken for years now, but she hadn’t felt the need to spend the money to replace them. If she wanted them open, she’d just tie the string to the knob of her nightstand. Life was full of little compromises like that when you couldn’t afford to live like Martha Stewart or fucking Oprah.

	Thinking about dawn and the perpetually broken blinds did little to get Shannon’s mind off the nightmare she’d just survived. Her mind had concocted a brief moment of torture that felt like it lasted all night instead of the millisecond it had probably taken for her to dream it. Her tablet lay on the nightstand where she’d dropped it after the last episode of Safe Haven ended. Her eyes had gotten too heavy to stay open for another around midnight.

	Shannon had the day off from her job at the doggy daycare, and staying in bed for a few extra hours would’ve been a good way to start it off. The prospect of sleeping on the cold dampness of her sheets was one she didn’t feel like entertaining, so she swung her feet off the bed, walked toward the bathroom while dropping her sweaty clothes on the floor behind her, and blasted her body with near-scalding hot water in the shower. It washed away the grossness she felt along with the residual effects of the nightmare. She felt more grounded in reality and allowed the dream to leave her being with the water that swirled as the drain sucked it all down.

	Once her shower was finished, she wiped away the condensation from the mirror to see her face looking back at her. It looked paler than usual, but it might’ve been her imagination playing another dirty trick on her. The freckles on her face looked more pronounced than usual, and the mess of black hair made her feel like a hag from a fairy tale bog, even as it dripped down her back. As she closed in on thirty without any romantic prospects on the horizon, it seemed like a natural progression to enter her swamp witch phase.

	“That’s the nightmare talking,” she told her reflection.

	Once she’d gotten cleaned and dressed in a pair of stretch pants and another tee shirt from her vast collection, she gathered up her sheets along with her dirty clothes and carried the basket out of her apartment to the communal laundry room in her building’s basement. They weren’t supposed to use it until after eight in the morning, but the door was unlocked. Shannon figured she could ask for forgiveness if the sounds of the machines woke anyone who lived above the washers and dryers, but they had to be used to the sound of the machines if they heard them at all. The only loud appliance was the yellow dryer in the corner, and no one ever used it since the clothes sometimes came out with a singed aroma.

	“They hang the clothes out to dry in backyards in Shady Haven,” Shannon wrote in a post on Buzzer as she stood under the fluorescent lights. “If capitalism ever allows me the ability to buy a house, that’s the first thing I’m setting up.”

	After reading the buzz one final time to check it for grammar, she posted it so her followers could see the wisdom in her words. She often buzzed about Safe Haven since it had always been her favorite show and the setting for most of the fan fiction she’d written and posted online over the years. Her account had a decent following, and people seemed to like her faux episodes—aside from the occasional trolls who sometimes popped out of their caves in their mothers’ basements to tear her down. They had gotten worse over the years, and it only made Shannon long for a time in the eighties in a town like Shady Haven where assholes didn’t have an outlet to spew their bullshit all over everything they didn’t like.

	Then again, the eighties were no picnic for queer and other marginalized people. In a lot of ways, it was a much worse time, not that things were great in the present tense.

	“If they had the internet in the eighties,” Shannon wrote in a follow-up buzz. She stalled, not wanting to put any thought into the dark fantasy of what sites like Buzzer would have had on it during that particular decade. People tend to look at the eighties with rose-colored glasses and saw the decade for its music, style, and happy-go-lucky shows like Safe Haven. Nostalgia is a hell of a drug in the cesspool that presently reigned. Those displaced in time willfully forget about issues and certain crises that had gone ignored because of who it affected the most. The Satanic Panic might’ve never ended if they had a tool like the social media to distribute their streamlined brand of hate against everyone different from them. Hell, every moral panic ever concocted seemed to have a resurgence this century thanks to horrible people being able to connect with one another across the globe with a few keystrokes. Without wanting to think about it anymore, Shannon deleted the buzz instead of giving it any more credence in her turbulent mind.

	All the thoughts about Buzzer and the eighties and the demonic dryer in the corner that was yellow instead of white like all the other washers and dryers in the laundry room couldn’t dispel the feeling from Shannon’s dream. What the hell was up with the dark version of Shady Haven, and how did Shannon see the town so vividly when the show was filmed on a studio set? She’d never gone into the nonexistent town in a dream like that before, let alone a terrifying nightmare.

	Shannon’s phone buzzed in her pocket, jarring her from her thoughts. After taking a breath to steady her nerves, she took out her phone to see her best friend Mark was calling her. 

	“Why are you calling me so early when you could’ve just texted?” Shannon asked after accepting the call. “I haven’t even had my coffee yet.”

	“Good morning to you, too,” Mark replied. “I saw you posting on Buzzer in the morning of your day off, so I figured it would be OK to give you a call.”

	“Gee, thanks. I’ll have you know I’m only up because of a stupid nightmare. Since I’m not sleeping anyway, I figured I could do some laundry and start my day off in style.”

	“That sucks about the nightmares. Just remember that in a few days we’ll be at Sitcom Con in Hartford for two whole days!”

	Shannon smiled. Her tired mind hadn’t thought about it, but her ticket to Sitcom Con was on her refrigerator held onto the freezer door by a magnet she got from work that showed how to give a choking dog the Heimlich maneuver. She didn’t have a dog since her landlord didn’t allow pets, but the magnet still worked.

	“I can’t wait,” she said. “I heard they’re going to have the original Archimedes robot from Archie N’ Archie. I’m going to get my picture taken with that thing if I have to wait in line for ten hours!”

	“Don’t forget Percy Peterson from Safe Haven will be there, fresh off his last run-in with the law.”

	Shannon scoffed. “The cops couldn’t make the charges stick. Besides, all he did was sell a little weed, allegedly. How’s that even illegal? I have an app that can get me some weed to my door in half an hour. It’s ridiculous.”

	“Hey,” Mark said, changing his tone of voice. “Do you remember my friend Jerry?”

	“Jerry? Are you talking about that friend with benefits you met from the Love Chowder app?”

	“Yeah.”

	“What about him?”

	“Well, I was texting with him the other night, and I mentioned you and I are going to Sitcom Con. To make a long story short, he wants to come with us.”

	Shannon closed her eyes and sighed. “You know I’ve met him before, right?”

	“Yeah, but you acted like you didn’t know him when I mentioned his name, so I was hoping you forgot.”

	“I want to enjoy myself this weekend, Mark, not have to worry about what your former fuck buddy is going to say and do. Wait… Jerry is a former fuck buddy, right?”

	“I don’t like that term.”

	“Fine. But you’re still not messing around with him, are you?”

	“We haven’t hooked up in months—not since he started dating this woman he’s gotten pretty serious about. I don’t want to do anything with him that way unless I know she’s cool with it.”

	“Your chivalrous attitude toward your former lover’s heterosexual relationship in a queer polyamorous situation aside, why would we want to bring him to Sitcom Con when we both know what kind of trouble comes with him? I get that he was fantastic in bed, but that doesn’t mean it translates to him being a decent enough person to bring to a public gathering.”

	“Did you know you use big words in extra-long sentences when you’re cranky?”

	“Did you know you picked a fight to dodge my questions?” Shannon asked in return, rolling her eyes, something that wouldn’t translate over the phone, though she was sure Mark could hear it in her voice.

	“I know, but you should’ve heard how excited he got when I told him about it. I don’t think things are going well for him right now. He got attacked in the park last week, and he’s going crazy with the lawsuit over it. Coming with us to Sitcom Con might be what pulls him out of his rut.”

	Shannon wanted to tell him to go pound sand and take Jerry along for the sand-pounding experience. Mark always had a soft spot for people who needed to be fixed. It was in his nature. In the end, she knew he wouldn’t be asking if he didn’t think it was important.

	“You know this weekend was supposed to be just you and me, right?” she asked.

	“I know,” Mark replied.

	“OK,” Shannon relented, “but he’s your responsibility. If he gets into trouble, you’re the one that’s going to have to bail him out of it. I’m not going to miss one minute of Sitcom Con because Jerry feels the need to pants a security guard or tip over one of the booths.”

	“In either of those unlikely scenarios, I’ll take care of him. Thank you, Shan. I appreciate it.”

	“Don’t mention it. You’re going to owe me big time. When I come to collect this favor from you, I don’t want to hear a peep out of you. I don’t know what it’ll be or when I’ll ask for this boon, but it’ll be a big one.”

	“That’s fair, and good use of the word ‘boon’. Thanks again.”

	“So, what happened to Jerry in the park? Did he get mugged or something?”

	Mark sighed. “Well, it’s kind of a long story.”

	“I figured it would be knowing what little I know about Jerry. Let’s hear it.”

	“All right. So, Jerry decided to take a walk in the park with a joint…”

	 

	***

	 

	“I’ve gone over your allegations against the City of New Haven,” Arman Futz, an attorney with the Franz and Futz law offices said. “I’m going to be completely honest with you. I don’t think you’ve got a chance of winning this thing, even if it does go to court.”

	“What?!” Jerry exclaimed, getting off the cushy seat to stand for the audacity that had come from his lawyer’s mouth. “You’re insane! This should be an open-and-shut case! I was attacked for fuck’s sake!”

	“You’re suing New Haven for a million dollars over a claim that a squirrel ran up your leg and tried to—in your words—neuter you with its teeth.” Futz kept his voice and demeanor calm despite having to repeat Jerry’s ridiculous lawsuit. “You’ve offered no proof or evidence this has happened aside from some scratches and scrapes on your legs that you could’ve gotten anywhere else. I’m sorry, but there’s no payout here.”

	Jerry ran a hand through his light brown hair and sat again. “Shit, Futz! I would’ve taken a settlement for seven hundred and fifty grand. Don’t you know how to negotiate out of court? I would’ve thought you knew what you were doing from your billboard. I’m injured, and I’m owed compensation for my emotional distress.”

	The lawyer’s office was clean and well-kept, and Jerry appreciated how it reminded him of a miniature library. It might take him a century or more to read all the law books that adorned the walls behind him, and he’d need another millennium at least to understand them. Since he couldn’t ever figure out how the law worked, he’d always need men like Arman Futz to help him get his piece of the pie.

	“That squirrel is a goddam menace,” Jerry muttered. “It scratched and bit my leg, and now it’s costing me a million bucks!”

	“It’s not costing you anything but time from my point of view, and you’re costing me time as well.”

	Jerry leveled his gaze at Futz. “I’ve got a new billboard advertisement for you. It should say, ‘Injured? Fuck off!’ Isn’t that better than the one where you and your partner are looking all badass in your dark suits and antagonistic glares? Shit, I should get another lawyer and come after your asses for false advertising.”

	“Look,” Futz said with a sigh, “I’d love to help you out, I really do, but there’s nothing I can do. There is no video evidence, no calls to animal control to set up some kind of pattern, and no witnesses or anyone else who have been attacked. You didn’t even go to the hospital or get a police report after the supposed incident. Even if everything else lined up perfectly, I still don’t see how New Haven would be liable for a squirrel. All you’ll wind up doing is pissing away your money over some rodent who mistook your leg for a tree. If we go forward with this suit, you’re going to wind up broke paying legal fees without anything to show for it in the end. You came here in a tee shirt and ripped jeans, so I know you don’t have the kind of scratch to hire us for a frivolous case you know you won’t win.”

	“That’s it then?”

	Futz sighed again, flipped through his papers, and said, “If you can find proof of this squirrel harassing and jumping on other people, then we might have a case. Start there. Otherwise, you’ll be wasting your time and money.”

	“What if I had gotten rabies?!” Jerry exclaimed, incredulously throwing his hands up.

	“That would be great. Unfortunately, you didn’t get rabies, so you still don’t have a case. In the future, if you do wind up getting injured and have proof of the injury, we’ll be more than happy to discuss what legal action you can take.”

	“Yeah.” Jerry sucked air through his teeth. “I guess I shouldn’t go quitting my job right now, either. This was going to be my ticket out of retail!”

	Futz stood. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out for you.”

	“Maybe I’ll try one of your competitors.”

	“Best of luck with them. I hope they can get you your million-dollar payday. If there’s nothing else—”

	“I was going to give you a new slogan for your law firm! Now I don’t even feel like telling you.”

	“That’s quite all right.” Futz moved around the desk to open the door. “I have other matters I have to—”

	“Futz around and Franz out!” Jerry blurted. “That’s the slogan since you’re Futz and Franz and you want your competition to fuck around and find out, but you’ll say, ‘Futz around and Franz out’ instead. Get it?”

	“OK, that’s pretty good, but I really have to ask that you leave now.”

	“Fine, fine.” Jerry walked through the door and headed down the hallway toward the doors that would lead him back outside. “People say justice is dead in modern-day America!” he shouted as he passed administrators, paralegals, and anyone else who worked for Franz and Futz, Attorneys at Law. “I thought they were wrong until today! The government is weaponizing squirrels, people! It’s time to wake up and do something about these furry little fascists!”

	A broad-shouldered security guard walked toward Jerry, glaring as he pointed his squared jaw. “You all right findin’ the exit, man?”

	“Yeah, I’m good, man,” Jerry replied, sticking out his chin. “It’s under that sign that says ‘exit’ in red letters, right?”

	“Yup. Need help usin’ it?”

	“I got it from here, thanks.” Jerry shoved the door open, getting hit with the late-august heat. He still had to walk home and get ready for work, but at least he’d have a story to tell anyone willing to listen about his harrowing journey in and out of America’s broken legal system. The only person who didn’t want to hear it was his girlfriend. She’d gotten sick and tired of hearing about the damn squirrel in the damn park and how he’d get a million bucks from it. It didn’t matter. She didn’t understand the magnitude of the situation.

	Jerry pulled his phone from his pocket and saw a text from Mark. He smiled, wondering when to pop the question to his girlfriend about taking their relationship to the next level, opening it up so they could sleep with other people. Once she agreed to go polyamorous, Mark would be the first to know. The text read, “Talked to Shannon. We’re all good for Sitcom Con.”

	“Hell yeah!” Jerry exclaimed as his sneakers hit the sidewalk. He’d been looking forward to the weekend-long excursion, and he needed it more than ever now that his hopes to sue the City of New Haven had dwindled. He didn’t watch many sitcoms, but it sounded like a fun time for everyone.

	“I’m in!” he texted back to Mark. “Let me know the details.” After adding a long string of emojis to punctuate his jubilation, he put his phone back in his pocket as he made his way to his apartment building.

	 

	***

	 

	“All right,” Mark said to himself as he put his phone down on his desk. “That wasn’t so bad, right?”

	“The conversation sounded all right to me!” Justin, the middle-aged guy who sat on the other side of the cubicle wall replied.

	“Dammit, Justin!” Mark snapped. “Can’t I make a phone call in this place without you listening to me?”

	“I can’t help it. These cubicle walls are way too thin. Next time go outside.”

	“It’s too damn hot outside,” Mark muttered as he clicked around on his computer. He let out a sigh, wondering if he’d done the right thing. He felt bad about Jerry, though he knew he shouldn’t have. He’d heard everything about his planned lawsuit and knew it was doomed for failure from the start. It also sounded like Jerry’s girlfriend was putting some space between them and would probably dump him soon. As fun as it would be for Jerry to become single again and rekindle their friends-with-benefits arrangement, Mark didn’t want him to have to go through a breakup. It sounded like Jerry really liked this one.

	Then there was Shannon, who had nothing but contempt for Jerry, even though she didn’t know him all that well. She knew some of the stories Mark had told her about how he was always getting himself into troublesome situations, but she hadn’t had the chance to get to know the sweet man underneath the aura of assholishness. Besides being a dynamo between the sheets, he had a generous streak and would always help out a friend in need. It was why Mark stayed connected with him even though they had to stop periodically hooking up. 

	To Shannon’s credit, they’d been friends for a long time, so the prospect of turning their duo into a trio might’ve felt a little daunting. Mark and Shannon had become fast friends during their sophomore year in high school, being two of the limited number of openly queer people there. They stayed in each other’s lives afterward, keeping up with each other as much as possible. Shannon had always worked with animals, grooming or taking care of them for people. It eventually landed her a management job at a doggy daycare. She did all this while Mark spread his wings in a more technical field. He’d gotten a job working with utility companies to help them work safer and coordinate their jobs around other utilities. He and Shannon may have taken separate paths in life, but they’d stayed together as friends, nonetheless.

	So, Mark was fairly confident that throwing Jerry into the mix wouldn’t upend their friendship.

	“Sitcom Con, huh?” Justin said, standing to look over the cubical wall. Mark was taller by half an inch, but he leaned back in his black office chair to look up at his eavesdropping coworker’s smiling face.

	“Yeah. My friend is a Safe Haven superfan, among other sitcoms,” Mark replied, deciding to take part in some office banter. “When we heard it was coming to Hartford, we made sure to get our tickets the second they went on sale.”

	“Safe Haven? Is that the show where a well-off family adopts the poor kid, or am I thinking of one of the other dozen shows with that exact premise?”

	Mark forced a laugh. “That’s the one. It wasn’t as progressive as Diff’rent Strokes, even though it began airing like five years after, but it was still a decent show.”

	“You know what I don’t get? Why do they call it Sitcom Con instead of Sit-Con for short? I think they missed a golden opportunity there.”

	“If I run into the organizers, I’ll be sure to ask them for you.”

	“Thanks. Maybe I’ll take a run up there this weekend. I might see you. Who are you dressing as?”

	“Who am I dressing as?” Mark repeated.

	“It’s a con, right? Aren’t you supposed to dress like your favorite obscure character to get a two-dollar discount or something?”

	“I’m dressing like myself. They’re sitcoms, Justin. If you wear a button-down plaid shirt or a polo, they’ll assume you’re one of the dads. Wear a bright-colored shirt and jeans to be a kid.”

	Justin’s smile widened. “Can I wear a nice dress to be one of the many housewife characters?”

	“OK, you’ve asked enough questions for one day.” Mark went back to his computer, typing up his latest work order.

	“What I say?” Justin asked, obviously trying not to laugh.

	“I don’t like where this conversation is going, Justin. I don’t have to be psychic to know that I’m not going to like whatever was going to come out of your mouth next.”

	Justin laughed. “All right, I’m done. I’ll see you up there at the Sit-Con if I wind up going.”

	“I’ll look for the guy in a housedress,” Mark muttered as he focused on his work once more. He didn’t look up to see Justin recede into his three-walled cubicle like a prairie dog who smelled a fart, but he could hear his chair creak as he went back to work.

	Sitcom Con, he thought, focusing on his computer screen. Even if I spot Justin up there, it’s going to be fun!
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	Mark pulled driving duty for Sitcom Con. It was a no-brainer since Shannon’s car constantly broke down and Jerry didn’t have one. He didn’t mind being the wheelman for their short drive to Connecticut’s state capital, even though the clouds above them looked like they were about to let God’s wrath loose upon the Earth. They left New Haven and got to Hartford in a little over an hour, beating the coming downpour despite the Friday night traffic. They checked into their hotel room above the convention center, had some dinner and drinks, and went to bed to get up early enough in the morning to get into the convention the moment it opened. When a gloomy and rainy Saturday morning arrived, the appearance of a coming storm hadn’t dissipated. The trio got up for a quick round of ablutions before taking the elevator down to the ground floor to enjoy a day of conversing about old sitcoms and hobnobbing with their fellow fans and whatever celebrities or personalities had come to greet them and sell autographs.

	“Thank God we got a room here,” Shannon remarked. “Can you imagine having to walk here in that rain and wind?”

	“I’ll just be grateful if the storm doesn’t knock out the power,” Mark said as he looked at the dark gray clouds over Hartford.

	“The power can get knocked out only after I’ve seen the Safe Haven exhibit.”

	“Fingers crossed this thing blows out of town before lunchtime, so we don’t have to worry about it at all.”

	The line to get in was long, even though they’d gotten there early. It took him them a while to get to the main entrance, but they had lots of time to sip their coffees and chat about all the things they wanted to see and do before their journey was complete.

	“This place is wall-to-wall nerds,” Jerry remarked as he looked around the convention center from the entrance after security made them empty their pockets and searched Shannon’s backpack. “Where’re all the dorks dressed like their favorite characters?”

	“You’re thinking of a comic book convention,” Shannon replied. “I’m sure there will be a handful of people who tried. Keep in mind we may be too early to—”

	“Urkel!” Jerry exclaimed, pointing across the convention center. “There’s a white guy dressed like Urkel over there!”

	“Jerry…” Mark muttered. “Come on, man.”

	“Oh wait,”  Jerry said, deflated. “That’s just another nerd.”

	Shannon gave Mark a sideways glare. He knew the look meant to say, ‘Keep your hyperactive puppy on a tighter leash,’ but he didn’t want to ruin Jerry’s fun. Besides, Shannon would open up at any moment and begin running around the place as if they didn’t have two full days to see and experience everything Sitcom Con had to offer.

	“Oh, look!” Shannon exclaimed. “They’ve got Archimedes right in the front! There’s no line!” She rushed toward the display of the red and silver robot—painted that way, of course—standing at a booth with pictures and imagery from the sitcom Archie N’ Archie. The human boy stood on the left side wearing a red shirt with overalls and had a black bowl cut on top of his head. To his left stood the robot that was displayed in reality wearing the same outfit outside its metal flesh. It had been crafted to resemble a human boy in the sitcom’s lore since they never had an episode where the robot was built. Archimedes had always simply been there since the first episode. The only allusion to Archimedes’ origin consisted of a minute’s worth of exposition during the first scene of the show’s pilot.

	“Imagine what the little guy who wore that damn robot costume had to endure,” Jerry muttered, leaning so only Mark could hear him. “They probably had to weld him into the fuckin’ thing.”

	“I think it was more of a puppet,” Mark said.

	“Why the hell would they make the robot a kid anyway? Seems creepy as fuck to me.”

	“The robot, Archimedes, the second Archie in the show’s title, was the android brother to young Archibald Michaels, the first Archie.”

	“Oh, Archie N’ Archie!” Jerry exclaimed, getting the attention of the people around them. “I get it now!”

	“Anyway,” Mark continued, “Archimedes had to interact with mostly school-aged actors on the show, so having an adult-sized robot hanging out with a bunch of kids would’ve been a lot creepier.”

	Jerry nodded. “I’ll say.” A smile grew on his face as he looked at the childlike robot. “I’m gonna steal that fuckin’ thing, watch.”

	“Mark!” Shannon called before Mark could ask Jerry if he was serious or not. “Take my picture with Archie!”

	Mark took his phone from his pocket and toggled on the camera function. “All right, Shan. Ready when you are.”

	Shannon beamed a smile as she got as close to Archimedes as she could, putting up a peace sign with her left hand. “Get it?” she asked through her teeth.

	“Got it,” Mark said, turning his phone to show Shannon the pic. “We should start a group text later to exchange pictures.”

	“For sure,” Shannon agreed. “I look good in that picture. That’s going right up on my Love Chowder profile.”

	“That’s how Mark and I met!” Jerry exclaimed, putting an arm around Mark’s shoulders and pulling him close for an awkward announcement of how they first hooked up. “If it weren’t for that app and its adorable squid mascots, I wouldn’t have ever made this long-lasting sexual friendship.”

	For the second time in the last few minutes, Mark became painfully aware of people turning to look at Jerry and the commotion he was causing with his boisterous presence.

	“Come on,” Shannon said, rolling her eyes for Mark’s benefit. “Let’s mingle and see what’s what.” She grabbed Mark by the arm and pulled him away from Jerry, dragging him into the heart of the convention center. “Oh, look. Is that Stevie Chandler from Seven Wonders?”

	“Stevie Chandler?” Jerry asked as he forced his way between Mark and Shannon like a wedge. “Who’s that?! That blonde guy at the table? What did he do? Was he a robot too?”

	Shannon sighed. “Are you going to be this obnoxious the entire time, or do you lose energy after a while?”

	Jerry laughed. “My mother used to ask God that all the time when I was a kid. She’d fold her hands, look up at the ceiling and ask, ‘When is this little shit going to calm down?’ It was hilarious because God never answered.”

	“Stevie Chandler was on a show in the late eighties called Seven Wonders,” Mark said, explaining what Shannon had already said since he knew Jerry either hadn’t been listening or had already forgotten. “He didn’t do much of anything after the show got canceled after season four, but the writers and producers weren’t doing him any favors.”

	“Lucky he didn’t wind up in prison like most child actors,” Jerry muttered. “No one’s at his table. I’m going to talk to him and see if he says anything crazy. Tape me doing it. If he gets all racist and shit it’ll go viral!” He pushed through Mark and Shannon to get to Stevie’s table.

	“Are you going to tape him?” Shannon asked with an incredulous air as they followed Jerry.

	“No,” Mark replied. “If he does say something racist, I want to be far removed from it.”

	“Good.”

	“You’re from that Wonders show, right?” Jerry asked with a shit-eating grin. “What the hell happened to you, anyway?”

	“I’m sitting right here,” Stevie replied with a sour look on his face. He’d kept his blonde hair throughout his life, although it looked like it now came out of a bottle and didn’t work on roots. He wore a button-down plaid shirt with shades of light blues and yellows like the ones he used to wear on Seven Wonders. His face was covered in a five o’clock shadow even though it was only ten in the morning.

	Jerry shrugged. “So?”

	“So, that’s what happened to me.” Stevie grabbed a photo that showed him as a kid on the set of Seventh Wonder, dragging it in front of himself. “Look, if you want to chat, you’ll have to buy an autograph. It’s ten for my name, fifteen for it to be personalized.”

	“Oh, I’d like it personalized, please.” Jerry’s wide grin didn’t falter for even a millisecond. “I’ll give you a whole twenty if you tell me where you’ve been all these years.” He took the bill from his wallet and slammed it on the table.

	“That’s incredibly inappropriate,” Shannon scolded. “Sorry, Stevie… Uh, Mr. Chandler.”

	“No worries,” Stevie said, waving a hand. “I’m open about everything that’s happened to me. I’m actually writing my memoirs. After Jennette McCurdy wrote that ‘I Hope My Mom Dies’ book a few years ago, I figure there’s a market for sitcom kids who want to trash their parents.”

	“The book is ‘I’m Glad My Mom Died’,” Shannon corrected. “And It’s not about her trashing her mother. It’s more about her struggles dealing with—”

	“I was on the cusp of becoming a star!” Stevie announced, pointing a finger toward the ceiling. “If my mother never made all those racial slurs when the cop pulled her over for driving drunk, I wouldn’t have become television kryptonite! Bitch.”

	Jerry leaned back and turned his head. “Tell me you’re taping this,” he whispered to Mark.

	“Oh shit,” Mark said, fumbling for his phone.

	“The memoir is going to change everything,” Stevie continued as he scribbled his name onto the glossy photo. “Once everyone sees that I’m not my mother’s child in a metaphoric sense, I can stage my comeback.” He passed the sighed photograph of himself to Jerry. “You can tell people you got this before I went big time.”

	“Thanks,” Jerry said, reading the message scrawled on the photo in thick, black letters. “What the hell does ‘GESARA now’ mean?”

	“Google it.” Stevie capped his marker. “Don’t block my table, kids. Time is money.”

	“Thanks,” Jerry said, walking away from the table with his picture. “What the hell am I supposed to do with this, carry it around all day?”

	“You’re the one who bought an autograph as the convention started without a way to carry it,” Shannon replied, shifting her backpack on her shoulder with a sarcastic smile. “Maybe be prepared next time.”

	“Why’d they call that show Seventh Wonder anyway?” Jerry asked.

	“The family on that show’s last name was Wonder,” Mark replied, “and Stevie played the youngest of the parents’ seven kids.”

	“Seven kids?! Jesus, did the mother’s vagina fall out in the last episode?”

	Shannon let out a long, annoyed sigh that Mark thought was for his benefit. “I’m going to hit the ladies’ room before I check out the line for Percy Peters,” she said. “Will you guys wait here for me?”

	“Sure,” Mark replied, picking up the cue that it was time to have a chat with Jerry about the content and volume of the nonsense that had been spewing out of his mouth since they’d gotten there. “We’ll be right here.”

	“Have fun,” Jerry added with a smirk. “Don’t fall in and drown.”

	Shannon let out an obviously fake laugh. “I’ll be back in a few.” She left, shaking her head as she walked to the bathroom.

	“She’s fun,” Jerry remarked. “I don’t know why she hangs out with such a boring slug like you.”

	“I’m not boring nor am I a slug,” Mark retorted.

	Jerry laughed. “I thought Shannon would be more rambunctious. Didn’t you say she was a superfan of all this shit?”

	“She’s into a lot of these shows, but Safe Haven is her all-time favorite. She’s been looking forward to meeting Percy Peters the second they announced he’d be here, and they have a huge setup for Safe Haven stuff. We may spend the rest of the day there once we find it.”

	“Cool.” Jerry looked at Mark, and his usual smile faded a bit. “Thanks for bringing me, by the way. I know I’m like the third wheel and everything, but it means a lot you’d include me. For a while I thought you only saw me as a top to match your bottom, so letting me tag along with you and your bestie to your Garden of Nerdy Eden means the world to me.”

	“It’s OK,” Mark said, rubbing the back of his head as the awkwardness of Jerry’s little speech settled into his mind. “I mean, we are friends, right? Doesn’t matter if we’re getting benefits or not.”

	“Yeah.” Jerry laughed again. “Shit, how good of a sitcom plot would this situation make?”

	“I’d watch it.” Mark forced a laugh of his own that thankfully didn’t sound as disingenuous as the one Shannon had offered on her way to the restroom. The lecture for Jerry to tone it down was on the tip of Mark’s tongue, but he closed his mouth instead of starting it. They were having fun, and they’d all be too busy running all over the place to annoy one another soon enough. Once the convention got into full swing, peace would reign supreme.

	“I think I was annoying your friend a little,” Jerry said, breaking the silence. “I’ll tone it down a little. I don’t want to wreck her time with my bullshit, you know?”

	Mark smiled and offered a chuckle. “Yeah. That’s probably a good idea.”

	 

	***

	 

	Shannon washed her hands and fixed her hair in the mirror, taking her time to give Mark a chance to talk something resembling sense into Jerry before he went too far and got them booted from the convention center. This assumed Mark picked up on her subtle hint, but he’d never demonstrated a lack of intelligence when it came to that sort of thing. She let out a sigh, wondering if she was being too harsh about Jerry and his demeanor since he was only having fun. Second-guessing herself had been a flaw of hers ever since she was a girl, a quirk she’d inherited from her late mother. Her father and stepmother tried to nix it by doing what they could to boost her confidence and self-esteem, but she still backslid now and again into old habits.

	“It’ll be all right,” Shannon told her reflection. “Mark is going to talk to Jerry, and we’ll be able to enjoy ourselves.”

	Still, she thought, it wouldn’t hurt to be a little nice to the motherfucker, would it?

	“No, I suppose it wouldn’t.”

	With her self-reflection settled, Shannon left the restroom and rejoined Mark and Jerry, who were waiting right where she’d left them. They looked to be shooting the breeze. 

	“Why do they call them ‘sitcoms’ anyway?” Jerry asked Mark.

	“It’s an abbreviation for ‘situational comedy’,” Mark replied. “Every episode has its own situation with the main and recurring characters. They all follow the same basic patterns.”

	“But they’re all different in nature,” Shannon finished. “Some are better than others.”

	“Speaking of which,” Mark said, “how about we go find Percy Peters and all the Safe Haven stuff?”

	Shannon’s smile widened. “Hell yes. Let’s go exploring.” She turned to look at Jerry, who was still holding the autograph he’d bought to keep Stevie Chandler talking. “You want me to hold that for you?” she asked him. “I have brought some folders to keep any photos I buy from getting bent.”

	“Yes,” Jerry replied with a smile. “I wish I thought ahead like you did. I kind of just go with the flow.”

	“I’ve noticed.” Shannon swung her backpack off her shoulder, opened the big compartment on the back of it, and took out one of the three solid folders she’d brought with her. Jerry handed her Stevie’s autographed photo, and she put it inside one for safekeeping.

	“There,” she said. “I can give it back to you when we get back to our room later.”

	“Thanks.”

	“No problem.”

	“I think the Safe Haven stuff will be near the back,” Mark said. “We can make a beeline that way and make some mental notes on what we want to check out afterward.”

	Shannon nodded. “Sounds like a plan. I want to meet Ruby Crowley from Jerry’s Place, but she won’t be here till later.”

	“Jerry’s place?” Jerry asked. “Like me?”

	“Different Jerry.” Shannon laughed. Maybe Mark’s friend-with-benefits wasn’t so bad after all. “Have you really not seen any of these shows? Most of them went into syndication or wound up on Nick at Nite after they finished airing.”

	“I’ve seen some of them, I guess,” Jerry replied as the trio walked past the booths on their way to the Safe Haven setup. “Never more than an episode or two here and there. I’m pretty sure I’ve seen the one where the kid works with his uncle at the pizza place. The mean old lady cracked me up.”

	“Freedom Lane,” Mark said. “That was one of my favorites.”

	“Mark told me you write episodes of some of these shows,” Jerry continued. “Why don’t you just write your own show?”

	“There’s no way I could ever write something that would turn into a for-real sitcom,” Shannon answered. “I’m too far removed from the business. Besides, most of what I like aired in the seventies, eighties, and nineties. That style doesn’t sell anymore aside from reboots made purely for the sake of nostalgia. I wish they still made sitcoms like they used to. Some are still good, but I mostly just rewatch older shows now. I’ve gone through Safe Haven dozens of times.”

	“Do you like it because you live in New Haven and the show is Safe Haven? Is there any correlation?”

	Shannon enjoyed this side of Jerry more than the one she’d seen most of the morning. “It’s a coincidence. A haven is a place of safe refuge, so the phrase ‘safe haven’ is redundant. It sometimes drives my grammar checker nuts when I’m writing.”

	“So you must be a Safe Haven expert if you’re writing about it so much—like a superfan’s superfan.”

	“Is that what Mark says I am?”

	“I haven’t said anything like that!” Mark exclaimed. “Really, everything I say about you is nice!”

	“I didn’t suggest it wasn’t nice,” Shannon retorted. “I just want to know how much about my obsession with Safe Haven you’ve told Jerry.”

	“I didn’t call it an obsession. At least I don’t think I did.”

	Jerry laughed. “You guys are funny.” He squinted at something in the distance. “Is that the spot you’re looking for?”

	Shannon saw what Jerry had. They had found the corner of the Sitcom Convention with the Safe Haven displays. They lingered at a booth selling binders full of copies of photographs from the original set. One booth had piles of paperbacks of Martin McDaniel’s autobiography where he’d written about his life and what it was like playing the husband and father figure on the show. Racks of tee shirts and other merchandise stood all around them as well, creating a plethora of clothing and wares. One booth even had posters of the painting Janet Cassidy did from the Reagan’s Portrait episode where she painted the former President as a Christmas gift for her liberal husband.

	“Wow,” Jerry muttered, turning to take in all of it. “I never knew the obsession with these shows was so huge.”

	“Oh yeah,” Shannon said, unable to help herself now that her favorite TV show of all time had become the focus of the conversation. “Safe Haven had a sharp political edge in the eighties when Reagan was president. They flipped the script on families a bit, making the mother a staunch republican and the dad a bleeding-heart liberal.”

	“It turned out to be the opposite in real life,” Mark added. “Martin McDaniel, who played the dad, wound up going full MAGA and kissed any hopes of getting some recurring grandfather roles in the present-day goodbye. He was supposed to be in an episode of the Channel Void reboot, but they wound up recasting the role after he said some heinous shit on Buzzer. It’s weird seeing him on Safe Haven reruns now, wrapping up every episode with a lesson on morality that brings the family back from the brink of disaster.”

	“Disaster?” Jerry asked. “Like floods and locusts and shit?”

	“No. More like personal mini-disasters family arguments and things like that. He was always the voice of reason in the end, even when the episode was about something he fucked up himself. It was a monument to the patriarchal sitcom writing of the era.”

	“The bastard almost ruined Safe Haven’s legacy with his political bullshit,” Shannon scoffed. “The mom, though… Oh my GOD, Janet Cassidy could get it. She was my gay awakening, and the woman who played her, Alice Whitman, turned out to be such a sweetheart in real life, unlike Martin McDaniel. Janet may have had a shitty outlook sometimes on the show, but she flooded this young lesbian’s dreams. It’s probably why I’m always going after the housewife types now.”

	“Keep going,” Jerry said. “This is going to make me a superfan of the show.”

	“They had a daughter, too,” Mark said quickly, preventing Shannon from telling Jerry what he should do and where he could do it. “Hope was their straight-A type of kid, and they adopted Jesse, who came from the wrong side of the tracks. His mother died, and his real father doesn’t show up until the second-to-last season to add some drama to keep the show from getting stale.”

	“It never got stale,” Shannon interjected. “Safe Haven ended on a high note. Even after that gross storyline where Hope briefly dated Jesse since they’re not blood-related, they were still pulling ratings when it ended in ninety-one. The complete series even got put inside a time capsule and blasted into outer space along with a bunch of other memorabilia from the time.”

	Mark nodded. “That era of TV had to come to an end. The networks had to make way for Must See TV and the wave of new shows in the nineties. Can’t say they didn’t have a good run. Eight seasons is nothing to scoff at. Most shows only get one or two—five if they’re lucky.”

	“Wow,” Jerry said. “You two sure know your shit.”

	“I watched a lot of Safe Haven when I was young,” Shannon said. “I mean a lot. My mom died when I was still a girl, and my father and stepmother weren’t that great to each other. Safe Haven was on from five-thirty till seven in syndication on various channels, so I watched around an hour and a half of it a night, even if they were playing the same episodes. It made me think of what things would be like with a normal family like the Cassidys instead of the bullshit I went through with my own.”

	“That’s amazing,” Jerry said. “I can’t relate much, though. My parents were amazing.”

	“Percy Peters should be around here somewhere,” Mark said quickly. “If you want to question a child star about their messed up life after their show ended, Jerry, you’ll want to ask him about—”

	“What the fuck?!” Shannon rushed to the table where Percy Peters should’ve been waiting for loyal Safe Haven fans to line up to get his autograph on an eight-by-ten glossy photo of his face, but he wasn’t there. In his place, they found a heavyset man with a bald head and a sour look on his face taping up a sign saying the man who once played a boy named Jesse Cassidy wasn’t able to make his scheduled appearance. 

	“Oh shit,” Mark said, jogging to catch up with Shannon. “He canceled?!”

	“Just this morning,” the man replied with an emotionless shrug. “It happens.”

	“That’s bullshit!” Shannon snapped.

	“Can’t do anything about it.” The man offered another shrug as if the first one didn’t have the desired effect. “Read the fine print next time. All advertised appearances are subject to change without prior notice. To be fair, we weren’t notified neither.”

	Shannon looked away. “Sorry. I was looking forward to meeting him is all.”

	“No worries. I hope you can still enjoy your day.”

	“Come on,” Mark said, putting his arm around Shannon’s shoulders to lead her away from the disappointing sign expressing its sorrow that Percy Peters had decided not to grace them with his presence. “There’s still tons to do, and maybe he’ll feel better and be here tomorrow.”

	“Yeah,” Jerry added. “If it helps, we can go wait in line for some other former stars and see who I could torment for the cost of an autograph. Maybe Mark can remember to record the next one.”

	“Maybe one of them will punch you in the face,” Mark muttered for Shannon’s benefit.

	“I don’t know if it’ll help,” Shannon replied, “but it can’t hurt to try.”

	Jerry smiled. “That’s the spirit! Check out that guy across the way with no line. He looks like a sad sack if I ever saw one!”

	 

	***

	 

	They didn’t have any other issues or disappointments during the rest of the first day of Sitcom Con. The trio of Shannon, Mark, and Jerry walked around, met with former sitcom stars, browsed tons of merchandise, and took part in some discussions held around the convention center. At the end of the day, Shannon and Mark returned to their hotel after having some dinner, leaving Jerry behind to take care of some business he refused to discuss with them.

	“What do you think this mystery business of his is about?” Shannon asked once they were settled.

	“I don’t know,” Mark replied. “Knowing Jerry, he probably wants to smoke a joint before he comes up here” He looked out the window at the black clouds floating in the night sky, blotting out the stars as if the Earth had entered some infinite vortex with no escape. “I hope he comes back before this storm starts since it hasn’t blown away. It looks like it’s going to get crazy out there.”

	“At least he waited till now to get stoned and did it outside the hotel. I thought for sure he’d find a way to get us kicked off the premises.”

	Mark laughed. “Don’t jinx it. He can still get us ejected tomorrow. Thanks for letting him come and being so cool about it, by the way. He’s still not talking about it much, but I feel like his life is a hot mess right now. He needed this more than he’s letting on.”

	“You don’t have to thank me. I don’t know what you told him this morning, but it must’ve helped since he wasn’t a total asshole the rest of the day.”

	“I don’t think he wants to be one. He has an odd sense of humor sometimes, but I honestly believe he doesn’t want to cause any—”

	A loud thumping at the door interrupted Mark, and he and Shannon turned toward it.

	“What the hell?” Shannon asked.

	Mark sighed and walked to the door. “Must be Jerry. He didn’t get a copy of the room key.” He opened the door to find Jerry on the other side of it. When he saw what he’d brought with him, he exclaimed, “WHY THE HELL DO YOU HAVE THAT?!”

	“Have what?” Shannon asked, coming toward the doorway. “What does he… OH MY GOD!”

	“Let me through,” Jerry said, forcing his way past Mark while carrying the Archimedes robot under his arm badly concealed with a tablecloth. “Didn’t I say I’d get this thing?!” He laughed as he placed it on the floor in front of the television set as if it were watching them with its dead eyes. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

	“What the fuck is wrong with you?!” Shannon exclaimed. She turned to Mark next. “Did he say you knew he planned on stealing this all along?!”

	“I thought he was joking,” Mark replied. “Why would I think he’d do this? Shit, Jerry, what the fuck?!”

	“What?” Jerry couldn’t stop laughing at his prank. “I thought you guys would find this funny! We can pose for pictures with it, make it look like I’m fucking it, or make it look like it’s fucking me! Maybe we can give it an Eifel Tower. The possibilities are literally endless!”

	Shannon paced the room. “Why would you want to do any of that?!” She turned to Mark and added. “See! This is why I didn’t want you to bring him! I knew he’d do something totally fucked up and ruin this whole weekend!”

	“Hey,” Jerry said. “I’m right here, you know. I’ve got feelings.”

	Shannon turned to him with fire behind her eyes. “What the hell were you feeling when you did this?! They’ve got security and cameras all over this building. They’re going to see that you took Archimedes and brought it up to the hotel room that’s REGISTERED UNDER MY NAME!”

	“There’s no need to shout.” Jerry backed away. “I didn’t plan on keeping it. I figured we’d have some fun and return it before anyone knows it’s gone.” He tapped the side of his head. “They won’t need to check the security cam footage or call security if nothing’s missing.”

	“Jesus Christ, your logic astounds me.”

	“Thank you.”

	“That wasn’t a compliment, you toad!”

	A flash of lightning illuminated the room for a fraction of a second, and a rumble of thunder shook the hotel’s windows. The heavens finally opened up and a deluge of rain assaulted the side of the hotel, obscuring the vision of Hartford. Hail followed, banging against the windows. A series of lightning flashes erupted in immediate succession making the sky look like a strobe light for a few seconds before the sounds of more thunder boomed around them. It made the denizens of the hotel room with the double twin beds and pullout couch jump, but they didn’t lose focus on the most pressing matter at that moment.

	“I’m calling security,” Shannon said, walking toward the phone. “There’s no way I’m getting in trouble for this shit.”

	“Wait!” Jerry said, jumping over the bed to get between Shannon and the phone, holding his hands out to stop her. “I’m sorry. It was all a bad joke. We don’t have to call security! I told you, we can bring it back. I’ll do it right now if you want!”

	“Mark,” Shannon seethed without taking her eyes off Jerry. “Will you please get your fuckbuddy out of my way before I thump his skull?”

	Another crack of lightning burst near them, sending a reverberating echo of thunder to shake the room, causing the lights to flicker and the entire room to vibrate. The wind picked up speed and howled against the hotel, making the windows sound like they were about to shatter and send shards of glass all over everything.

	“I think we should get somewhere safe,” Mark said instead of addressing his fighting friends. He looked out the window, trying to make heads or tails of the storm raging outside. “This looks about a million times worse than they said on the weather report. I think I see a funnel cloud forming.”

	“There you go!” Jerry exclaimed, motioning to Mark. “We’ll just say we took Archimedes up here to keep him safe from the storm! We’ll be heroes!”

	“Do you think this is a fucking game?!” Shannon stepped closer to Jerry. “You’re nothing more than an insignificant worm, a leech. You’ve hooked your tiny little teeth into Mark’s skin, and you’re sucking him dry.”

	Jerry’s smirk grew.

	“Don’t!” Shannon narrowed her eyes as she pointed a finger at Jerry’s face. “I don’t know what sob story you told him to get him to have these feelings like he needs to rearrange his life just to cheer you up, but I’m not falling for your sad puppy-dog bullshit. I let him add you to this trip against my better judgment, and you even had me fooled with your little nice guy act today. No more! I know what you are, Jerry, and I don’t like it, not one bit.”

	“Oh, you think it’s so easy?!” Jerry retorted, swinging his arms around. “Why can’t you let loose and have a little fun, huh?”

	“I’m at a fucking sitcom convention! I should be having fun!”

	Another blast of lightning nearly shook the room.

	Jerry shook his head. “What you’re having isn’t fun. It’s obsession bordering on a psychotic episode. You’re nuts for this fuckin’ show about some happy white-bread-ass family who don’t have to deal with problems in the real world like hate and bigotry and bias and girlfriends who threaten to leave you because you don’t have a better fucking job like it’s your fault you couldn’t afford community college back when you had the time to go! It’s all a big fucking fabrication! You live in their world, you write about it like it’s going to make it real for you, and you do it so you can ignore all the scary and depressing shit about your real life! You may think you’ve got me pegged, sister, but I think my aim is pretty fucking good.”

	“How dare you?! You know nothing about me!”

	“And you know nothing about me, so how dare you?!”

	“Guys!” Mark exclaimed, leaping over the bed to get between them before the argument could come to blows. “This whole situation is fucked up, but can you hear that storm outside?! We need to get somewhere safer than the fourteenth floor of a hotel! We can worry about Archimedes and the rest of all this bullshit after the storm passes!”

	“You want to get somewhere safe?” Jerry asked, still glaring at Shannon. “How about Safe Haven? Bet you’d love to go there, sweetheart.”

	“Sweetheart?!” Shannon snapped. “That does it! I’m going to shove that robot so far up your ass you’ll be puking nuts and bolts for a week!”

	“Bring it on, sweetheart!”

	Mark wedged himself in between his fighting friends as Shannon lunged forward. The three of them became a cluster of flailing arms, legs, and obscenities as one last bolt of lightning fired from the clouds above plunging the trio along with the world around them into pitch blackness.
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	Morning arrived, sending the sun’s rays from the cloudy sky to bring forth a visual symphony of colors. Mark opened his eyes to the brightening atmosphere as the indigos and pinks from dawn receded as the sun rose. His first thought wasn’t of the storm but of how angry he was that one of his friends had thrown a punch and knocked him out before leaving him on the ground. Then, something else occurred to him.

	How the hell did I get outside?

	Mark sat up, realizing he wasn’t sleeping on either of the hotel beds, the pull-out couch that had been meant for Jerry, or even the floor. Hell, he would’ve preferred waking up in the bathtub if it helped him get his bearings. What he saw instead of the hotel room was a park full of bright green grass. Small shops and what might be homes surrounding him on either side of the circular street. There wasn’t a neighborhood like it in Hartford as far as he knew. He hadn’t woken up in New Haven either. The area around him had a small-town feel to it, though he couldn’t make sense of that sentiment as it settled into his mind. 

	“Shannon?!” Mark called, getting to his feet as he fought the stiffness in his legs from sleeping on the ground. No answer came, and not a single car drove on the street. He thought he saw a set of curtains move
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