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. - - a -
o The Road

-

When driving the backroads, highways, and parkways of the deep woods, it is very
common to find a figurewalking alongside, be it dilapidated concrete, freshly paved, or dirt
and beaten. Our Observer was wandering along one such dirt path on a cool crisp morning
just as the sun rose over the wooded horizon. They did not have their thumb extended at
their side, waiting and expecting forany oncoming traffic to stop, speak with them, and take
them to theirnext location like others might. One reasonwas that there was notraffic or any
forms of vehicles on this particular road, but the true reasonwas that our Observer enjoyed
thewalking and would not accept aride even ifit was offered, having spent much of their time
in recent years alone.

Our Observer was one to find their own path, and liked to stumble into discovery on their
own two feet.

It was always a firm possibility that they would find something this deep into the woods,
this far along the winding roads. Occasionally an old home, or an old business would remain
with little to no explanation orunderstanding of how. Other, even rarertimes, they would find
afew structures strung ina row, typically too old and too desolate to glean much of areal
purpose from.

Onthis morning, however, theydid discover afewhouses as the road transitioned from
dirt to pavement once more. Just a few solitary homes, poking out from amongthe trees.
They each sat rather far back, rather well obscured by the foliage. It would bereasonableto
assume that such homes were abandoned or left in disrepair, but ourObservernoticed fresh
paint, clean cut lawns, and newcars inthedrives.

Further along, a few more houses cropped up, this time side by side, with less distance
between, and less foliage to obscure their view. The trees parted for their structures, the yards
touching the trees and pushing them further and further back, the homes closing inon one
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anotherone by one, with dirt and gravel drives infected by similar pavement to the road.
Mext, the dewy grass underfoot became a sidewalk, and the road they had beenfollowing
becamea truestreet Although our Observerwas confused bythe sudden settlement that
appeared on no maps, they found themself glad to have something new to see, rather than
the endless woods from the days prior.
What our Observer did not know was that they had found a small overlap in things, as one
corner of Nowhere, Anywhere unfolded before them.
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looked forward to resting foratimeina
plush booth that is commonly found in
establishments such as this. They were
picturing such an experience and bracing
to entera new environment as they found
the entrance on the far end of the building,
several concrete steps up with a wrought
iron railing, hidden beneath an extended
overhang of the curved chrome.

They pushed throughthe glass doors of

After a long marning of walking through Nowhere, Anywhere, our Observer grew weary and
hungry. The streets of the small town had started to loop back on themselves, returning to the
same central square of stores over and over again, and they thought it best to find some food

before they continued their joumey.
They walked along the cracked sidewalk, careful notto tripasthey searched the

storefronts forsomething worthwhile, a place they could rest and feel refreshed, when a smalll

glint caught their eye from the treeline.

Just beyond the stores and the road, set back among the woods that surrounded the town
was an establishment with a chrome plated and pitted roof sitting on an elevated foundation.

Its outerwalls were encompassed in three stripes, the first of yellow, the second ofred, and
the third not of paint but of glass, a series of windows that appeared adark and shaded blue
and black due to the angle of the midday sun.

They approached and noticed the standing sign atthe end of the street, atall polewith a
series of polygons overlapping behind the neon script words reading:

“The Snake Tail Diner.”

The same script was written across a sign on the chrome roof of the establishment, just
above another linein block text reading:

“Breakfast - Lunch - Dinner.”

withthe long edge of the building facing the street, cur Observerhad to walk the length
of the diner in search ofits entrance, and in that found two other painted messages hidden
along the yellow stripe. The first read, “Parking nearby,” which our Observer thought was
incredibly unhelpful, and the second read, “NO Booth Service,” although the “NO” looked to
bein a different font thanthe rest.

Our Observer assumed that it must have been a mistake, or some form of graffiti, and
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the diner bearing its same designfrom the
streetsign, and entered onto the familiar
bustlingsounds of a midday lunch rush.
The chatter of dozens of conversations,
orders, and clattering dishes and utensils
wafted through the air accompanied
bythesmellofall ranges of greasy or
pseudo healthy meals, althoughthebustle
seemed...

Caontained.

The writing had not lied, therewera no
booths at the edges of the diningroom,
as our Observerhad eagerly anticipated.
Therewereno tables at all, althoughthey
could see the swinging doors and window
of a kitchen at the opposite end ofthe
lang room. What instead filled the space
between kitchenand entrance was a
lang, snaking lunch counter. Itwas one
continuous path, just wide enough for the
servers to walk along, with serving space
on either side of them, and stools just




outside that It looped back and forth on itself, maintaining its singular tight route, with its only
outlet being that of the kitchen doors at thefar back.

Therewasno hostess waiting nearthe door, and as our Observerstared atthe seething
serpent before them, one server at the final turn of the counter peered overthe head of his
patronand shouted out:

“Sitanywhere, love! Ithink there's still a seat down by Bobby'sbend, two or three back!”
then promptly retumed to his own conversation with the person whose order he seemed to
havealready taken.

Our Observer repeated the instructions under their breath with their head lowas they
slowly made theirway around the edge of the room, They kept their eyesup and watched as
several servers crowded the interior of each bend of the counter, bumping into one another
as they passed dishes and drinks, taking orders and talking to customers.

"Right over here!” called awaoman as our Observer approached a bend near themiddle of
the room. Shewaved a pad of paper and pen inthe air and motioned to an empty stool near
the center of a straightaway between two turns of the counter, *I'll be there in asecond!”

They carefully took their seat, swiveling the red rubbery cushion so that awooden frame
back would stay at their back, and allowed them to be situated between two strangers, each
was inturn engaged in conversation with theirownneighbor ontheirfar side, leaving our
Observerwalled in between the backs of each chair.

It took a moment before the woman rushed to stand across the counter from our
Observer, pad and pen in hand.

"Bobby, right?” they asked, glancing up and down the row of seats.

"Nope, Bobby's called out so I'm covering his section. 'm Joan,” the server answered,
flipping open her notepad and flashing an ingenuine and bright smile, “The usual?”

Our Observer tilted their head, “I've never been here before ”

Joan laughed, pulled a spiral bound menu out from under the counter and slapped it
down, then rushed downthe bend to another customer attemnpting to get her attention. Our
Observerwatched after her, tentatively opening themenu as they peered over at the rest
of the diningroom and its patrons. The stool was nicely placed at the center of the snake,
facing the swinging kitchen doors again, but with several rows and bends layered between.
The roiling mass of customers winding around our Observer held some familiarfaces that
they had come across throughout their travels already: joggers from early in the marning,
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shoppers from the otherbusinesses, eventruck drivers who had passed them days prior

on the road. Eachand every one of them was engaged in another matter entirely, so much
so that theireyes never landed on our Observer and even looked past them, the customers
eitherengrossed in the food being served to them or in the lively conversations next to them.

Our Observer's eye did drift downward but never quite reached the menu in their hands,
instead landing on the counter itself. Their brow furrowed as the material eluded themn, a
stone of some kind with an off white hue, glossed and laminated but sometimes speckled or
atherwise marbled, dependent on the bend inthesnake. They tried to find a pointwhere the
counter may have been cut or sectioned, but asfarastheycould tell it was all onelong and
continuous surface.

Our Observer was still deep in their consideration of the counter's possibilities, in
particular of some of thevarious stains whose origins they could not identify but knew would
never come out, when Joan returned to her place in front of them.

"So, ready to order?”

Our Observer startled in their chair and quickly thumbed themenu forthefirst time,

Gebbia |17



“No worries if not, how about Istart you off with something to drink. Water? Coffee?” Joan
pressed on with a break in her false smile, indicating a more genuine twinge at theedge of her
mouth.

"es, yeah," our Observer stumbled, "Coffee, please.”

"How'd you like that? Black? White? Decaf? Espresso? Something elsewith way too
many syllables?”

Theytriedto keep up with herconstant flow of options, but settled for safety, “Black, please.”

“Right away,” Joan said, jotting something down on her notepad and flippingit closed
before heading down the row.

- Our Observer took a deep breath and logked at the menu for the true first and final time,
‘ "J r’l - hﬂ . . - " reading the options to themself. The pages were separated into three major sections for the

- . ' ' rFw W w three main meals as the sign outside had initially indicated, and based on the times listed our

. v . i ' Observer had amrived at a point where both Lunch and Breakfast were being served. They

. v : passed thevarious pancake, french toast, and waffle combination plates, complete with
various sides of meats and styles of eggs, although a few stood out These included additional
types of eggs and specifications of sausages that made our Observer’s skin crawl so badly
that they moved quickly to the next part of the menu.

They did linger in the Lunch section for longer, eyeing the various degrees of salad, ranging
from warm to cold, lettuce to mayonnaise based, although they found a mixed ice cream
bowl listed in the category. Upon further analysis of the other item’s ingredients, all of which
consisted of different temperatures and consistencies mixed in alarge bowl, they came
to the conclusion that theice cream still technically followed the criteria of asalad, at least
based on this menu's specifications. They then moved onto the sandwiches, with the classic
options like a Grilled Cheese, Burger, Patty Melt, Reuben, among others, but also had some
stranger specialities listed like “Big Mike's Masher” or “ASquashed.”

Our Observer was still trying to understand the ingredients on some of these options when
Joan retumed, placing a mug of coffee down in front of them.

“Thereyou are,” she said, then reached under the counter and produced a metal tin of
creams and sugars, “In case you feel like customizing.”

Our Observer thanked her, then pointed to the menu, “There are some interesting

- _ - additions to the menu.”
pi-y 4 e o "Additions? It's always been like that,” she responded, "We like to be very thorough about
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our selection, but |betwe canwhip up something else if you have something you want that's
not on the menu.”

“No, no, that's alright,” they said, holding their tongue about some of the more pointed
menu options they saw inthe Dinner section (some of which included tongue), “Do you have
any suggestions? I'm locking at the sandwiches.”

“That'sa fine choice,” she said, leaning on the counter and lowering our Observer's menu
with one finger so she could read it alongside them, "See, some of these are abit overrated,
while some are very popular and rightfully so. Any allergies?”

Our Observer shock their head.

“Great What do you say to a game, and | surprise you?”

Our Observer looked over the section again, then sighed, “Why not. As longasit's
within reason.”

"It absolutelywill be," Joan said, taking the menu and snapping it shut as it disappeared
below the counter, “Absolutely within and without.”

Shethen jotted somethingelse down in her notepad, tore it out, and reached up. It was
here our Observer noticed the clothesline system that ran along a continuous loop of pulleys
that followed the counter's path just overevery server. Joan clipped the ticket ontothe line,
then gave it two quick tugs, prompting it to cycle over everyone's heads.

“It'll be right out. Enjoy your coffee,” she said, flashing the fake smile again, then moving
back onto another customer, Our Observer ignored the small tin, and instead drank from
the burning mug as they watched Joanwalkaway, noticing the diner's logo plastered across
the back of her black T-shirt. With a quick glance, they confirmed this to be the same
uniform of every other server: a black shirt with the logo, an apron, and asmall paper hat.
Joan completed heroutfit with running sneakers and jeans, while another had on boots and
anothersome kind ofclog

The group of servers seemed all equally as frantic in their movements, each jumping from
customer to customer along theirstretches of counter just like Joan. There was the constant
chatter between them and customersalike, the clashing of cutlery and dishesas food was
passed and eaten in asymphony of movement.

What our Observer had initially seen as chaotic, however, nowappeared to be more...
choreographed. Themore time they spentwatching the movement of the servers, not
individually but as awhole, the more a pattern beganto appear. Like the ebb and flow of
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ariver and its current, as one servermoved along the winding path, another would follow
behind, and another would rise to meet them in front. The path they walked was still only wide
enough for one at atime, so there was no passing between the servers and instead resulted
inthis constant back and forth along theirdesignated stretches of counter. They neverspent
more than a short few minutes with each customer, constantly looking for the next person to
guestion oranswer, and were almost never entirely still. They constantly flowed against one
another, brushing the sides of the counters to grab extra silverware and condiments from
under the counters to pass alongthe surface to customers or between servers,

The food itself followed the movement of the servers, starting from kitchen where it was
passed to the first warker, who rose to meet the next and pass it along, who then walked their
path to the next and crest again, and again, until the wave of service crashed on the shore
before its recipient, delivering the order accordingly.

They continued this dance of handing food, condiments, and quick commentsto one
anotheras they floated through the straightaways and bends of the snake, moving back and
forth alongthe counter. Along the outerside ofthe counter, though, the customers stayed

Gebbia | 21



r‘ I S

’ - W

22| Into the Wyrd

put but also never still. Each was bent over
their food, tumed to theirneighbor talking,
or calling for a server. Next to our Observer
was a man loudly discussinga game with
his friend, and based on the shaky details
that either man remembered itmust have
occurred some years ago. To their right was
agroup of women whose hushed tones
were drowned by the rest of the diner
chatter despite their close proximity and
fleeting glances.

Our Observer turned their eyes
further down the snake and sawsimilar
conversations occurring, a family taking
up both sides of a straightaway and yelling
across the server, intimate dates along one
bend, or individuals stuck between such
groups. One such individual wasa young
woman near the kitchen with a book laid
outin front of her and her hand hovering
over aplate of untouched and cold fries.
The markings on the book when she shifted
the cover to turnthe pageimplied that it
was the third in a series.

Alouder sound caused ourObserver
to turn their attention overtheir shoulder
towards abend closer to the door, where
raucous laughter had erupted amongst a
group of men, one of whom was absurdly
tall and was being referred to as Big Mike.
It was hard to make out exactly whatthe
causeofthelaughter was, but the man's

eyes were closed from the strain, and as he bucked in his chair it seemed that the current
of the servers was carrying a plate to him. On it must have been Big Mike's titular sandwich,
whichwasa large and indiscernible concoction of mashed food between two pieces of bread,

Unfortunately for Big Mike, the plate was still being placed in front of him when his
uproarious laughter resulted in a swinging arm that knocked it across the counter and onto
the checkered linoleum floor.

The crash was louder than the rest of the chatter, and halted his and his friends’ laughter,
but did nothing to impact the rest of the patrons’ experience.

“Oh no,” Big Mike was saying, going forthe plate, “My Masher, | am so sovery sorry.”

“It'sno worry,” answered the startled server who turned towards the kitchen, put two
fingers to his lips and emitted a loud, sharp whistle. Our Observer redirected their attention
back tothe kitchen just in time to catch a glimpse of someone through the window bursting
out the back door. They tracked the person to the windows lining the wall, runningaround the
building, and re-entering from the front doorwith amop and abucket.

"“We'll have another Masherfor you in just a minute, sir,” the server was assuring Big Mike,
who was nearly inconsolable as the kitchen worker mopped up the avalanche of a sandwich.

“Order up, sweetie,” Joan's voice rang out behind our Observer, as theservingwave
crashed behind them, "Oh, don't worry about all that. Big Mike just gets like that.”

They then turned around to see their own sandwich being placed next to a stack of
extra napkins.

“So, what is this?” they questioned.

"ABLT of course.”

“Are you sure?”

"What else could it be?”

Our Observer tilted their head and lifted the bread abit, “| mean, | do see the Lettuce.”

"Right, right betweenthe Berries and Tongue.”

“Tongue? Whose Tongue?”

Joan laughed again, “Enjoy!”

Then she went on away. Our Observer was skeptical of the sandwich, but did not want to
berude, and had eaten stranger things inthe past

It would be best not to relive the experience, though,

By the time they were dane, Big Mike had a new sandwich, and his friends were chanting to

Gebbia |23



e K . Rooe

.' ’ - ‘ |
4 oW« req i »Td SO
L o TR

00-*4 o,
SO q § M 49 P4~
LR AR SR

'l’

IH-’
"WF*“’H!‘*QP"{ ’“"""'

24 |Intothe Wyrd

# }".'

see howfast he could finish it. The family onthenext straightaway had finally received their
food and were politely eating in silence, and the girl reading in the back had remembered she
had fries to eat aswell.

Our Observer finished their coffee and cleaned their plate, leaning backinto the seat as
Joan approached once more.

“What'd you think?"

“Definitely adifferent BLT than 've had before.”

“Really? | haven't heard that,” she said thoughtfully, “Can | get you anything else?”

Our Observer shook their head, “Just the check please.”

Joan nodded, reached underthe counter and retrieved a clunky, metallic register, heaving
it out in front of herand hitting a few buttons. After the initial thud and shock of the machine,
our Observer paid and tipped well.

Shelocked over the bill one last time and flashed her serving smile one last time, “Wwell,
thank you for joining us today. | hope you come back again, and if you need the restroom
before you leave, the men's room is there and the women's isthere”

She proceeded to point to the very clearly labelled bathrooms on eitherside of the
restaurant, just next to the kitchen but completely separated by the snake up the center of
the room, where our Observer still sat inthecenter.

They furrowed theirbrow at the suggdestion and answered, “| think Fm alright, thanks,” and
began to leave.

Ontheir way out, they did hear the serveron the last bend calling out with awave, saying:

“Come back soon! Seeyou soon! See you Tomorrow!”

Our Observer gave asmall wave back as they exited The Snake Tail Dinerand returned to
the streets of Nowhere, Anywhere, theirstomach gurgling still from the meal.
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Our Observer had tried to explore the far reaches of Nowhere, Anyway several times over.
They wandered every street and path, searching the various lengths of stores and buildings,
each suburban and rural neighborhood, and through each of the overlaps and transitions
betweenthese spaces. They kept exploring further and further through the expanses ofthe
township, constantly seeing the woods from which they came off in the distance but were
never quite able to reach them. Whenever theywould move closer, theywould turn and
find another street, ancther block of homes, anather stretch of town in their path. The road
they had initially taken intothe town seemed to have been lost to the neverending roads
interconnecting within itself.

Our Observer had decided inthis time that their explorations may be over and wanted to
leave Nowhere, Anywhere, and intum thought that it may be best to abandon that pursuit,
at least in their preferred manner. They were having no success in their attempts to leave the
town an foot, and instead needed to find another means to exit.

Along their path tothe outer edges, our Observerdid encounter many more of the town's
residents. Many of them our Observerhad passed earliertoday, such as the joggersor
patrons of various businesses. They would pass our Observer and wave orgive asmall nod
and smile, others would shout a friendly “Hello!” or “Wonderful weather we're having!” but the
niceties tended to stop there.

Other residents, however, were less friendly. Many would shout otherwords at our
Observer, somethey had heard on the road before oreven back home where theycame
from, otherwords were nearly unintelligible but filled with the same malice. Other people
would tell them to get out of the town, that they werent wanted here,

The worst of them would just stop and stare, mouths eitheragape orin a sneer of distaste.
They made our Observer's skin crawl the most.
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They did take their advice eventually, and attempted to leave the town. When they failed,
they approached and asked some of the more friendly residents for actual directions on how
to do so. Despite their initial shock that, first, our Observer was talking to them, then second,
that theywanted to leave, they would provide some useful advice. Mamely, all theresidents
recommended that our Observervisit “The Bus Stop off Main.”

Unfortunately, in theirexplorations, our Observer had found a "Main Avenue,” “Main
Street,” “Main Drive,” and several others all in different parts of the town with no intersections
betweenthem. Iltwould take a while before our Observer made their way back to what they
believed to be the center of the town, and while walking along the stretch of establishments
they had seen previously they found a small metal sign that read:

“Main Square.”

It was there that they raised their head and saw what could be defined in simple terms
as a bus stop, but was much, much larger. The next stretch of street was abutted by a
concrete sidewalk that expanded into a plaza filled with various seatings and walls madeof a
combination of various plastics, glasses, and metals. Thewalls sat in a grid perpendicularto
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one another but never touching, creating
very small physical gaps between them
and many visual overlaps that obscured
them from one another. Our Observer
approached and found there to be some
coverings over sections of thewalls, but
primarily could not see further into their
arrangement until they entered into it
Asthey first started in, our Observer
started to notice the differencein the
pocket spaces made betweenthe walls,
moving along between them carefully. The
perpendicular nature of their arrangement
created very narrow gaps and walkways
betweenthewalls, and our Observer had
to be careful not totrip or get caught as
they squeezed through over and over. The
concrete sidewalk did continue through
most of the areas theyfound, although
some of them were newer or made from
different compaositions of pavement, the
coloring and amounts of aggregates left
inthe ground indicating different pours
and ages ofthe ground. The seams inthe
pours were obvious, with occasional names
or dates written inalongside handprints
and messages, although some expanded
into cracks, while others werefilled in. The
cracks were abit of aproblem insome
pockets, making the terrain rougher and
harder forour Observerto navigate, with
large chunks of the concrete missing or

with plants pushing theirway up from underneath and overtaking the area.

While first focused on theirfooting, our Observer eventually analyzed the structures
themselves. In different areas they found a variety of seating arrangements, some empty,
others with seats facing one another or perpendicularlike the walls, some that paralleled the
gaps betweenwalls while othersinterrupted the gaps and made them even harderto pass
by. The seats ranged from benches to singularseats, typically made of metal with slats or
full slabs, some with backs and armrests the separated seats, others that were simply solid
chunks of concrete protruding out of the ground.

None of them locked very pleasant to rest in.

Then there were the walls. Primarily, they were made of glass or plastic, with a metal
structure holding up the material panels and bolting them into the ground, occasionally
linking them to the seats resting before them. The real difference was in their opacity, many of
whichwere solid or frosted plastic or glass, even perforated metal grating, creating different
views through oraround the interruptions forming the pockets. The occasional roofcovers
were a similar system but they were only made of the opaque materials, although they
tended to span a section of the dividers while others were left open to the sky above.

As our Observer traveled through the space, they noticed that many more of these more
translucent walls allowed for thern to gain an impression of what may be on the other side.
Many times as they moved through they would see shapes, silhouettesreally, of figures
moving beyond. Often it was small wildlife scurrying along or branches waving overhead from
trees that had sprouted through the concrete in some pockets, but there were times that
thefigures were larger. In particular, they looked almost like people pacing or sitting in seats,
waiting, but when our Observerrounded the cornerthey usually found nothing on the other
side besides anothersquirrel or rogue plastic bag

The opacity of the materials themselves weren'tthe only aspect that shaped
the interruptions, they were simply the base. Some of the interruptions were better
characterized by what had been placed on them, such as advertisements. Many of them were
official posters placed within the glass to advertise upcoming events and performances,
cthers were of various high end products or medications, but they tended to fill the panels of
thewall and prevent our Observerfrom looking through. There were smaller papers and fliers
tacked onto thewalls or glued repeatedly as well, usually torn or peeling back to reveal former,
moreweathered advertisements below, like those of common brands our Observer had
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purchased from earlier in the day or from smaller events that had long since passed.

There were less official forms of decoration as well, the kinds that were left behind by
the people who had passed through this stop. They started as small markings indicating
someone's past presence, although our Observer did stumble onto full murals that
covered entire pockets of space. All of this did count as graffiti, at leastin our Observer’s
understanding of the term, and they enjoyed taking the time to read throughwhat they could.
Someofthe markings had clearly suffered the passage of time, fading in the sun or washing
away with the rain, but others were etched into the very material of the bus stop itself. Some
of the writing was obscene descriptions of body parts or acts involving someone’s mother
or father, others carried heartfelt words and messages of love, more were in languages our
Observer could not speak, although most of them simplystated that a personwashere.

Particularly, "Big Mike was here” was writtenso many times that our Observer lost count.

Our Observer did find some of the more detailed murals of interest. Some of the paintings,
which appeared to be made from spray paints based onthesmell coming off of some of
the fresher and brighter pictures, were simply names and tags oflocals. Others were crude
images as people practiced their craft, or simply wanted to leave a mark., But again, there
were some that portrayed greater skill and greater detail. Our Observer found pictures of
animals running through fields, detailed depictions of the stars, the woods from which they
came complete with creatures they didn't recognize, endless flames, the road they had come
down, many of the stores they had visited overlaid with themselves, a doorfilled with light,
and many others. One such pocket seemed to recreate the entire town in a perspective that
made it hard for ourObserverto exit the area.

Our Observer had always appreciated art but hadn't had much opportunity to do so, and
never street art like this. They were always told it was immoral and wrong despite its possible
beauty, so theyfound it freeing to be able to walk amang it here.

Despite their wanderings alone in the bus stop, they did eventually find a few other people
there. Occasionally the figures from beyond the walls were actually people, sitting and looking
at the art, sleeping along the longerbenches, or just waiting in anticipation. They did find
ayoung girl lounging across one of the concrete benches with a book in hand, with avery
abstract mural painted behind her. Our Observerfeltit rude to interrupt herongoing reading
binge in orderto look at the mural, but as they locked back at it as they left, the angle of the
image seemed to align the shapes in such awaythat they created the number five.
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Eventually our Observer found their way back towards the edges of the bus stop,
along the stretch by the street theyrecognized a young couple speaking in low tones ata
bench. It seemed their conversation was becoming heated as they bothwhispered harshly at
one another and gesticulated aggressively at the various travel pamphlets they had laid out
betweenthem.

Our Observer moved an from them quickly as well, and wandered along the stretch until
they heard aslight flickering noise down the way. They followed the sound and found that one
of the panels near the curb of the street was slightly thicker than all the others, not duetoany
change in material, but instead dueto a split flap display set into it The bottom part ofthe
displaywas cycling through various words, numbers, and symbols, untilitcametorest ona
new phrase. The overall board appeared to bea list of locations and times, at least from the
parts that our Observer could understand. Some parts of the display seemed to havegotten
stuck between numerals orsymbols, creating strange combinations that they couldn’t begin
to decipher, while others were fixed but simply unintelligible.

This didn't matter much, because as far as our Observer could tell, abus out of Nowhere,
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Anywhere, should be arriving soon.

They found a bench nearby that could still see the street and theboard, one made of
metal slats that were angled just a bit too high with handrails between each seat that were just
slightlytoo close together, causingthem to squeezeto fitin it. They set upin this seat, taking
out the book they had purchased earlier inthe day and the snack they had been saving for
such a time.

As they ate and read, our Observerdid find their attention drifting once again, nowto the
streetin front of them. They had walked similar ones all day, and had seen stores and small
apartment buildings like those that they faced many times throughout the day, but they
couldn’t help but watch as people continued to walk by. None of the people walked on our
Observer’s side of the street, and no ane else had ventured overto check the board fortimes
or to wait at the bus stop.

Our Observer did see cars of various sizes and forms of fueling, even ahorsedrawn
carriage, all slowdown on the street as they passed by to look at them as they simply sat there
waiting. They noticed people shooting glances as they exited stores or strolled by, and at
one point saw some kids playing with the ball inthe street and making hand gestures at one
anotherthen at our Observer befare running off.

Our Observer had beenreceiving similar looks all day and tried not tothink too much of
it. It wasn't the first time they had to deal with people taking offense to their being or theway
they lived, and as unfortunate as it seemed, they didn't believe itto bethelast

After awhile, asthestreets started to clear, an old man exited a store from the opposite
side of the road, approached the curb and leaned heavily on his cane.

"Hey, you there!” he shouted acrass the way, "What are you waiting for?”

Our Observer looked up from their book and looked around to be sure the manwas talking
to them. They then answered:

“The bus! The board says it should be coming in a few more minutes!”

"Those times are for tomomow,” the old man scoffed, “They're always fortomarrow!”

As he started to walk away down the street, he yelled back at our Observer one more thing:

“The bus nevercomes today!”

Our Observer watched the man until he turned a comer and vanished, contemplating his
words. They then finished their snack, and wandered offto find atrash can.
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After sitting on the curb for likely too long, our Observer decided it was time to find
somethingelseto do to pass the time for their day in Nowhere, Anywhere. They knew they
would need some form of extra entertainment once they started back on their joumey out
of the town, and had already walked the main streets several times over and taken stock of
its offerings. Our Observerdecided that their next stop should be their final, and that they
should useit to venture somewhere they might have enjoyed when theywere younger.

With a slap of the knees, they stood up off the curb, and proceeded down the street
towards a storefront they spotted betweenwhat appeared to be two small apartment
buildings, with a sign reading:

“Short Story Long.”

Thewindows of the storefront were obscured by shelves of books that spanned various
genres and styles, while aglass door sat closed at the center with a tiny bell hanging over it The
sign over the display that bore the store name inswirling calligraphy was accompanied by the
same name on the door, while the windows had small handwritten signs describing various
deals and descriptions of popular books accompanied by instances of the titles themselves.

An old womanwas hobbling up to the store as our Observer approached, so they quickly
reached over her hunched form in orderto open the doorfor her.

“Oh!" she exclaimed, locking up at our Observer and squinting through herreading glasses
that rested atthe edge ofher nose, "How very kind of you.”

"Of course,” our Observer answered, feeling theircheeks grow hot as the tiny old woman
smiled and entered the store. They then quickly followed after heras the door jingled closed
behind them both.

Inside was a small room with tables on either side and pushed up to the outer walls,
creating asmall pathway between. Each table was ladenwith stacks of books and blocked
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some very full and very unreachable
shelves behind them. With ancther glance
around, our Observer noticed a sign
hanging at the centerofthe room over the
path that read "Bestsellers.”

As ourObserver looked overthetables,
they noticed the old woman walking to
the back of the room where a thin hallway
continued off of the directed path. Shethen
stopped at the entrance, waiting behind
another personwho was already there.

Our Observer put down the book
they were examining from one table and
followed the woman, trying to get abetter
look at the hall, when the front doorto
the shop slammed into one of the tables.
The bell nearly fell from its hook as an
distraught man in asuit rushed inand over
to our Observer, shouting:

“Hey, youl Are you in line or not?”

Our Observer was taken aback and tried
to stutter out a reply, but the incredulous
look on the businessman's flustered face
forced their words to catchin theirthroat.
Fortunately, the small old woman in front of
them answered.

"“Why, of courseyouare,” she said,
addressing our Observer, then smiling up at
the businessman, "You'll just have to wait
your turn in line like everyoneelse.”

The man snarled at our Observer
then crossed his arms and grumbled
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afew cursesunder his breath before
stepping back. Our Observer smiled at

the old wormnan who also spokea bit under
herbreath before turning around again,
althoughthey couldn't quite hearwhat she
was saying.

Our Observerfinally looked overthe
short woman's head to see exactlywhat was
inthe hall before them, and found there to
be aline. ltwasasingular line of customers
waiting down a long hallway of bookshelves,
interrupted with the occasional table or
stack of books, forcinga more ambling
path and obscuring the line's end from
its start. Each person was waiting and
perusing the books nearthem insections
marked by hanging signs similar to that of
the “Bestsellers” in thisentrance, although
no one was moving past one another, They
were all just waiting, but astheline did begin
to move forward and our Observer moved
up along with it, theyrealized that there was
simply no roomto skip sections and passing
the line was impossible.

Our Observer heard the businessman
behind them groan again and mutter, “|
can't believe | have to wait like this again,
especially behind someone like them.”

Our Observer felt the weight of his words
on their shoulders, weighing their posture
down and decided it was best to distract
themself, and tumed to the bookshelves

an either side of them. This first section of the hall was still the "Bestsellers” section, with
many repeating books from the tables in the entryway and marked with handwritten signs
of deals and descriptions in the same manner as the front windows, but as the lineslowly
progressed forward the genre began to shift. The titles began to describe peopleand names,
specifically those of biographies and autobiographies, although many of them weren’t...real.
At least, our Observer didn't recognize them and many of them sounded very made up.As
the line approached a table, they began to notice that books about political and religious
figures, activistsand wars, and other historical topics were interspersed with well known
fantasy and sciencefiction novels.

Our Observer looked up at the sign above and saw that it read “Fiction.”

The line passed the overcrowded table and allowed our Observer adifferentvantage of
the hall, and just ahead they saw ayounggirl closing a book in her hand and starting to collect
a pile of similar books to move up with. The one she closed appeared to be the fourth of the
bunch, but all of them were of a similar style and series.

“Oh, it looks like that one found something she really likes,” mused the old woman in front
of our Observer, tilting herhead, “Hownice.”

“She’s holding up thewhole line,” they then heard the businessman behind them
grumble. Upahead, it appeared asthough the young woman heard his comment aswell
and flushed, quickly gathering up her books and moving the line ahead, with the rest of
them following just behind.

Our Observer did see a shift in the shelves again as they passed more stacks ofbooks,
some of which seemed to spill off the shelves themselves, while others built up from the
ground below. Above them they noticed the new sign read "Nonfiction,” and while some
shelves were filled with textbooks, memoirs, and manuals, they also sawa few outliers. Some
of the shelves had labels with subcategories, but a few of them had cracked orspiit, sitting at
an angle allowing different topics to spill into one another.

Mamely, our Observer felt drawn to a few shelves that were labelled as “Theoretical
Physics," with several thick books on theories of quantum physics and entanglement, along
with mathematical texts on probability.

“Are you looking forsomething in particular, dear?” asked the old woman in front of our
Observer, noticing how they had gravitated towards the shelf.

“N-no, not particularly,” they said with hesitation, glancing behind them at the
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businessmanand theline that had grown behind him, “Just something to keep me occupied.”

“Well, how about a classic then?” the old woman said, reaching towards the physics shelf
and producinga book with a rather well omamented coverand worn pages.

Our Observer took it intheir hands and looked for a title, and instead found a list of folk and
fairy tales.

“All classics, my grandchildren love them,” she was saying, tuming fully around to face our
Observer as the line moved forward, “Have you read them?”

Our Observer looked at the book, thenthe shelf, and noticed othersimilar stories mixed in
with the sciences, “No, | don't think |-*

“Oh come an, those areall such awaste of time,” groaned the businessman, “Can you all
please keep moving?”

The old woman chuckled and patted the book, then turned to continue along the line.

Our Observer cringed at the businessman'’s tone and hugged the book to their chest as they
followed the old woman forward.

Our Observer kept their eyes on the ground for the next few minutes, noticing the uneven
floorboards and various worn out rugs that traced the path of theline, alongwith books that
had poked out from undershelves and propped up some of the rickety tables that kept
interrupting the path.

The line stopped again, drawing our Observer's attention ahead to see thata young couple
was loitering and quietly conversing in what appeared to be inthe “Travel” section. The two
were thumbing through various books and pamphlets, their heads drawn so close together
that they didn't notice the large gap growing ahead of them.

“Are you kidding me?” seethed the businessman behind our Observer, before he
mustered up his voice and shouted, “"Hey, you two! Get a move on already!”

The couple startled and glared back at the man before apologizing to those immediately
behind them, grabbing one ortwo pamphlets they were looking at, and rushing to catch up.

The line moved quickly as the businessman continued to grumble, and in an effort to keep
pace ourObservertried to stay close behind the old woman infront of them. Unfortunately,
while being overly aware of the businessmanand his close proximity as he pressured them
to move forward, our Observer stumbled over astack of books, knocking them over into the
path.

“You have to be joking,” the man started as our Observer quickly began to apologize and
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dropped to their knees, restacking the books off to the side.

Our Observer quickly rose and tried to ignaore the rumblings from behind them, instead
locking at the "Travel” section they now found themselves in, which seemed to overlap with
the photography, art, and architecture books. In thissection, the travel books were arranged
relative to their distance from one another, while the architecture bookswerestacked in
such away that they supparted their own weight and the art books on top of them, which
were arranged based on color into amosaic, The old wornan was in awe overthe design, but
was quickly distracted by the next section ahead, which consisted of children’s books and
toys, although ourObserver was happy to now listen to her talk about it. The woman had
several grandchildren and kept picking up different books and toys that reminded her of
each, which caused ourObserver's heart to ache both to the genuine love and sweetness
coming from the old woman, but also in longing for samething like that that they couldn’t
remember experiencing.

“Are there any books you remember from yourchildhood?” the woman was asking as our
Observer suddenly became aware that herstory had ended.

Our Observer shook their head a bit, but then said:

“ldon‘t think a town like this has many of the books that were read to me growing up.”

"That'squite a shame, but good that you're picking up that to read, then. Lots of good
lessons in there,” said the old woman, pointing to the book of fairy tales. Our Observer simply
nodded and looked over the woman to see that they had finally reached theend of the line.
Just beyond her was a few stacks of various magazines, circulars, and other publications, and
ayoung girl behind a cash registerjust by a door to thestreet.

The girl was helping a customer, one who was looking back the hall over our Observer's
head and asking if he could go back to switch the book out.

“Noway,"” said the businessman, overhearing the conversation, "You'll have to wait in line
again just like 1 did.”

The customer looked disheartened and paid for his book then exited through another
jingling door.

The cashier then looked over to help who was next in line and exclaimed, “Grandma?”

"Hello, sweetie,” said the old woman infront of our Observer, as the young girl rounded the
register to give her a hug,

“You didn't need to come all the way out here just to see me at work!”
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“Well, you've been working so much
Inever get to see you if Idon't,” the old
woman explained, "It’s abonus that |
always love the line, you meet so many
interesting people.”

The businessman behind our
Observer scoffed.

"How about | take you out to dinner
then, my treat,” the young girl said, "My shift
isending in a minute anyways.”

The old woman smiled ear to ear,
which made our Observer's heart break
all over again.

The young girl went backaround to the
register and locked at her grandmother’s
empty hands, “Grandma, did you really wait
all this time not getting anything?"

“You're right sweetie, | would love to
dotoday’'s crossword,” the old woman
said, picking up the last newspaper next
to the register.

As theold woman paid, the
businessmanshoved our Observer out
of the way to come and see that no other
newspaperswere left.

“Unbelievable!” he shouted, then
rushed out of the store, slamming the door
and causing some ofthe books to topple
off the shelves from the force, with one last
exclamation heard before the door closed
again, "My boss is going to kill me!”

“Well, that wasn't very kind,” said

Gebbia | 51



the old woman, looking back at our Observer as they righted themself, and saying to her
granddaughter, “Would you mind helping one more customer beforewe go? | know they're
eagertoread.”

The granddaughter looked at our Observer, then at the book intheir hands, and smiled,
“Absolutely.”

Shethen rang our Observer up, and left with her grandmother, waving to ayoungboy who
had been patiently waiting behind the businessman through the whole line. The boy then
stepped up and behind the register, ready to ring up the next customer, as our Observer took
their book and made theirwaydownthestreet.
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While the light of dawn still faded into the clear skyabove, our Observer thought it would be
best to find a place to complete a few basic errands before exploring further. Theytended to
travel very lightly on their journeys, preferring to make dowith what they could scavenge, but if
they could find some essentials that made their life easier and then abandon this entire idea of
exploring this town altogether, the trip and the emctional toll of it would still be worth it.

At least, that's what our Observer reasoned internally.

As they wandered down the central streets of Nowhere, Anywhere, most ofthe shops
still had their lights off, doors locked, orgrates pulled closed, except for one on the comer,

It was a mostly glass storefront with asingular open doar at the corner, although every clear
surface had been papered overby various prices, bulletins, and advertisements, completely
concealing its interior. There was one LED sign on the exterior that read “Open,” and another
above the doorbearing the store’s name:

“Mini Ming's Mart"

Our Observer first tried to read the advertisements outside, but noticed manyto be out
of date, faded, or simply in languages they didn't recognize. They shrugged it off, and thought
there still might be something usable inside, and entered through the comer door that swung
with ajinglingbell.

Our Observer found a small vestibule space on the otherside, with a few sparse shelves
on either side, speckled tile floors, and fluorescent lights lining the ceiling above. The shelves
carried various colorful snacks, periodicals, and small, cheap trinkets, although to our
Observer's right the shelves were interrupted by a counter. Behind it sat an old, balding man
with amagazine laid out in front of him next to a cat asleep in asmall bed. Behind him were
various other products, like cigarettes and lottery tickets, while in frontwas primarily candy.

“Hi, sorry,"” our Observer started, approaching the counter and trying to get the man's
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attention, “You wouldn't happento have any camping supplies, would you? It seemssilly but-"

The man cut them off with a sigh, not removing his eyes from the page, and simply said,
"Keep on walking and you'll find what you're locking for.”

The cat turned in its sleep and the man turned his page.

Our Observer looked overthe pair, unsure of what to make of the two, but asthe
manshifted in his seat and sneered at his reading, they decided it best to just follow the
instructions given. Our Observertumed and continued into the store, but was quickly
stopped by ajunction ahead of them.

Just past the cashier's counter and its row of shelves, the pathsplit into four.

Mot fourequally sized and arrayed aisles, but instead fouraisles that variedin both
size and angle, jutting out towards different parts of the store. Our Observer tried tofind a
sign denoting what they may find down each row, but none existed. Instead they sawthat
further along the aisles therewas either aturn or ancther junction obscuringtheir view.
They attempted to understand what kinds of products the aisles contained in the hopes
that it may be indicative of a direction, but the packagingwas both uninformative and
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mostly unintelligible. Each aisle was lined
with metallic shelving painted a thick
white that towered nearlyto theceiling,
allowing for the fluorescent lightsto filter
down but prevented our Observer from
peering over thestacks of products. Each
shelfwasin tum filled with various plastic
containers and bags of bright colors

and enthusiastic words, at least for the
products in languages that our Observer
could understand.

They eventually chose one ofthe
middle aisles due tothe pictures onthe
packages looking vaguely edible, with the
idea that following the trail of food may
lead our Observer to products they found
more useful. What our Observer did find
downthis aisle was at first many of the
same candies that were laid out by the
cashier, exceptwith morevariety in color,
size, and flavor. There seemed to beking
sized chocolate bars that were dull blue
and industrial grade jawbreakers that came
in asingle serving at the size of abaseball,
amaong other bags of miscellaneous and
mixed gummies ranging from sour to sweet
and even spicy.

Their teeth started to hurt with just the
thought of them.

Qur Observer came to another junction,
this time with anly two paths, and without
thought chose to go left where the candy

seemed to end and other food products began, now in more solid packages. Gonewerethe
plastic wrappers and bags of the candy aisle as the shelves were now filled with the metal of
tins and cans. Some of the cans contained various kinds of soups, broths, bloods, stocks, and
other liquids, while many of the tins had forms of meat, fish, substitutes for meats and fish,
and eventhings pretending to be meat and fish. After the cans and tins the metal became
glass, and the aisle was filled with various jars of pulps and purees, but our Observer ranrather
quickly past this part of the aisle afterthey swore one of the chunkier jars winked at them.

At the next junction, the aisles splitinto three and it appeared as though one doubled back
on itself, but something just ahead caught ourObserver's eye and gave them pause. They
carefully continued up the center aisle where the wireframed shelves were now filled with
bags, marking the retum to snacks within this section of food. Specifically, these bags were
carrying various forms of salty, sweet, and quick foods like chips, pretzels, and trail mixes,
varying in their flavors, coverings, and mixtures.

One particular brand grabbed our Observer's conscious attention but had sent their
subconscious through a freefall of memory. They looked over awall of shiny metallic bags,
each bearinga different flavor description and color scheme but sharing one brand logo.

When our Observer was young, they had become obsessed with this brand of chip.

They had tried it only once at a friend’s house whose parents allowed them moreaccess to
snacks, and these particularchips were perfectly crunchy and twisted, filled with acheesy,
spicy, smokyflavor along every ridge. Our Observer was cbsessed instantly, and spent years
begging theirfamily for a bag at every supermarket and gas station stop, constantly searching
foranother taste. Theirfamily, however, never gavein to our Observer’s pleas and instead
bought some of the plainest and soggiest chips on the market in orderto dissuade them from
the chemical temptations.

Here on these shelves, however, our Observer did recognize the logo, despite its more
modernized appearance that it had taken on since their childhood. The choice offlavors
were vaguely the same, although the descriptions had shifted into overexuberance and the
variety had spread farther than they could have fathomed. There were now fruit and candy
based flavors, along with more variations intheir meat and spice based ones, Our Observer
spentagood deal of time going through each and every flavor, reading their descriptions and
analyzing their packaging before coming to one such flavor that sounded the most similarto
the vague image intherecesses of theirmemory.
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They picked up the bag and cradled it gently intheir hands, feeling the chips crunch
and shift within the package, lost to the joy of finding something so far lost, but suddenly
remembered exactly where theywere deep withintheaisles of the store. They snapped their
head up and looked around, as the fluorescent lights beat down above them, casting strange
shadows through the shelves onto the dusty fake tile floors. Our Observer was unsure which
direction they had come from, the endless repetition of the various products producing a
sense of vertigo inthe pits of their stomach, and causing their head to swivel as they looked
around for which direction they should go next.

It tock our Observer aminute or two more to compaose themself and to decide that
following the food toward camping equipment was not the most fruitful route. They saw a
suddenbreak intheshelves up ahead where the snacks became cereals, and chose to follow
it Theaiske was filled with multicolored plastic as wel| except it was nowthat of various toys
and playthings packaged in wire and cardboard, laid out on shelves among the broken pieces
of their fallen comrades. Our Observer passed these easily, having always been afraid of the
cheap plastic shards that many toys leave when quickly broken, although a clattering sound
up ahead drew their attention onward.

Just around the next bend they saw someone wandering a cross aisle, this time filled with
varicus board games next to cheap water equipment like plastic guns and foam surfboards.
The person shufflingalong was a young woman, who had her head so deep in a book that she
didn’t see our Observer. Within a moment, she closed the bookand produced a tall can of
an energy drink, cracked it open, drank it all, crushed it on her head, then tossed it over her
shoulder. It produced the same clattering sound and landed next to asimilarly crushed can,
implying that this was her second drink.

Before our Observer had the chance toraise their hand and call out to the young woman,
she turned a corner and vanished down another aisle. They quickly rushed afterher, but
found themself at a five aisle junction and unable to ascertain thedirection she went. Instead,
they groaned, and continued on theirownway.

After several more turns, junctions, and even a few dead ends, our Observer found
themself inan aisle filled with primarily batteries and wires forvarious electronics, howeverthe
electronics themselves were not on display. As they moved along the stretch of accessories,
they saw just up ahead a transition more intothe analog. The technical products became far
less technical, and they finally found a wall of simple tools and survival equipment.
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Wwith a sigh of relief, our Observer quickly went through the wall and picked out the few
supplies they had been hopingto retrieve, primarily anew set of matches and acan of bug
spray, while just over top of the shelves they could hear a jingling bell

They stopped for amoment and realized that it was the bell from the front door.

“Hey, Mino,” said a voicein the distance, "Busy today?”

“Never busy, BigMike. Can | get you the usual?” answered Mino, who based onthevoice,
was the cashierbehind the counter. Although, he sounded much more pleased to be
speaking to this Big Mike than our Observer.

Our Observer looked around as the conversation continued regarding Big Mike's cigarettes
and lottery tickets, and as it transitioned into a discussion of a local sports team, our
Observer couldn't find exactly where theirvoices came from orhow close they were.

They decided it best to take their finds, pick a direction, and rush off. They traversed
several aisles and bends, recognizing one or two junctions withinthe store and choosing new
directions to explore, feeling the airgrow colderand colder in one such direction, until they
finally came out into one large and continuous area.
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Our Observer stopped their running and stared at a longwall of glass freezers and fridges,
curving down and out of sight in eitherdirection, opposing several entrances backinto the
aisles ofthestore. They started to walk along this wall and saw rows and rows of bottled and
canned drinks with similarvariety in color and flavor to the snacks, various forms of fresh
meat and milk products that our Observer neverexpected to see displayed in such a way,
alongside ice creams and alcoholicbeverages.

They perused this wall until they grew chilly, and decided it best to grab adrink to
accompany their snack, especially after all theirrunning trying to find theirway through the
aisles. OurObserver returned to the drink section of the fridges and carefully opened adoor,
causingit to fog asthe temperature changed and the cold was let cut. They reached in to grab
one of the fruitier canned drinks, but as our Observer loocked overthe productsand grasped
their choice, their eyes met another set just beyond the contents of the fridge.

Our Observer yelped and jumped back, taking the can with them as the door slammed
and the eyes disappeared in the blackness beyond. Their breathing was heavy as they quickly
gathered themself and their purchases, and sprinted back downthe closest aisle, unsure
what kind of eyes they had just peered into but not wanting to know the answer anytime soon.

Our Observerfound their way through the aisles again, but found none of them the same
as before, quickly passing new mixes of products and junctions as they continued their run
alongthe shelves, unsure where they would let out but no longer caring. They instead focused
on the things contained intheir arms and theirown ragged breathing, keeping their head
down and pushing down aisle after aisle, passing junctions over and over again. Their legs
started to wane, but they continued theirpursuit, going further and further through the store,
sgueezing theireyesshutuntil-

"You knowwe have baskets, right?”

Our Observer snapped their eyes open and saw the entryway to the storein front of them,
the cashier, Ming, leaning over the counterin front of them to point at astack of baskets off to
theside.

“I...1 didn't know how much lwould be getting,” our Observer answered carefully, earninga
grunt from Mino as theylaid their finds onto the counter beside the cat.

They had regained theirbreath, and saw thatthe cat was still asleep, asthe cashier began
to ring up the various products. Our Observer carefully scratched the cat beneath its chin
with a finger, earninga purr from it but a scowl! from its owner.
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“You at least want abag? he asked inagruff tone.

Our Observer nodded and pulled away from the cat as they paid, while Mino packaged up
the purchase and left it on the counter. He then returned to his seat and his magazine and
didn’t acknowledge our Observer's thanks as they went cut the front doorand back into the
now blinding sunlight.

Our Observer looked up and down the street, watching as the other stores opened their
doors and greeted one another, then looked down at their bag of new items. It had been easy
enough to navigate one store without too many incidents, so itmay be worthit to try and
venture out to a few more places.

With asigh, they continued an their journey further into town.
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By the time the sun had set, our Observer had nowhere left to go. They had already walked
every street of Nowhere, Anywhere, passed every business and every home, and although
they would typically returnto the forest to rest their head, that didn’t seem to be much of an
option. Since they had been forced to staylonger in the town and didn’t know how to leave,
they felt as though theyhad something elseyet to explore, an energy yet to leave them, and a
need to stay out later and later.

They continued along their path, walking by the center of the town over and over, with
each location they had visited throughout the day shutting their lights and lockingup their
doors. It was then that they started to wonder, what else could be here, what had they missed,
and most of all, what else happened at night?

Our Observer wasn't the only one on the street at this time as they saw some people
jogging, walking dogs, or simply strolling between the street lights. Some of them waved as
they had before, others averted theireyes, and a few of them simply disappeared.

Mot fully, but down alleyways, behind homes and businesses, just out of sight from the
street. Our Observer didn't see it quite at first, but after it happened a few times, they took
notice. It was when one such walkerwaved in a friendly manner and still disappeared that they
decided to follow.

During the daytime, the gaps between the structures of Nowhere, Anywhere seemed
innocuous and faded so easilyintothebackground. Nothing was down thereexcept
backdoors and dumpsters, but as our Observer went down the alley where the last few people
had disappeared, they noticed a new light and anotherdoor. They had counted entrancesin
many of the neighboring stores and facilities when they visited, and realized that thisnew door
was soamehow extra. During the day it had faded into the background like therest of the alley,
but now there was a small neon signilluminated above with an arrow pointing directly down.

‘.M
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This sign had one word in bold font:

"BELOW.”

The heavy metal doorwas swingingshut
as the walker our Observerwas following
disappeared through it, and theywaited
aminute or so outside the door, thinking
through this realization and the possible
implications of the door’s existence and
the sign denoting it. They weren't exactly
surewhat the sign could indicate, and what
could lie beyond, but they did know that the
last person who passed this way seemed
friendly and the night was growing cold.

Our Observer reminded themself of
the intentions they had when walking into
Nowhere, Anywhere, the ideas of finding
something new here, of the various events
they had forced themselfintothroughout
the day, and pushed through the new door.

What they found was adimly lit corridor
made of concrete and stone, with small,
incandescent light bulbs markingthe
path with warm, gentle light as itreached
astairwell going down. Our Observer
made theirway along, feeling their steps
echo downwards as other noise, nearly
indiscemible, echoed back. The steps
stretched farand bent, turning around
themselves and doublingback, winding
along asthe noise up ahead grew louder
and louder. Our Observerwas very turned
around, wondering where exactly inthe




78| into the Wyrd

town now were, so much so that they barely noticed as the concrete underfoot transitioned
into hardwood, the lights no longer poked out of the walls but hung from above, and the walls
were no longer made of stacks of cinder blocks but instead were painted a light beige with a
dark wood chair rail and paneling beneath it.

The corridor now turned hallway finally ended with another door, one more befitting of the
change in decoration, that of similar dark hardwood and ornament. Our Observer hesitated
before this one as well, but now they could hear the muffled noise from the other side. As
they strained to hear it through the wood, itfelt like hundreds of conversations and clattering
glasses overlapped into one cacophony.

Our Observer had already come this far, and was tired from the long trek underground,
so they pushed through the ornate door into a large, clustered room. In front of them was a
wall of people gathered in groups and squeezed up against one another, punctuated by the
occasional wooden stool ortable. When our Observerlooked to either side of them, they
found that these groups continued along a curved and continuous wall decorated like the
previous hall that looped the entire room, altemating with doors identical to the one they just
exited and pocket booths between them.

Our Observertried to gather their thoughts over the tidal wave of noise crashing ontothem,
thesounds of glasses clinking together and against wood, along with more wood scraping
againstitselfas people pushed against each other and furniture, all the while raucous laughter
underlined everything. Our Observer looked over the crowd and saw that the continuous wall
was in fact circular, and the roof was arched into a dome that culminated in a large pillar of
glass at its center. They couldn't see the base of the pillar, but the room did seem organized
around it, and so our Observer tentatively decided toventure forth towards it.

They began to push theirway through the crowd, searchingfor gaps between people
and groups that they could exploit, although their chorus of “Pardon me,” “Excuse me,"” and
“Sorry” all were lost to the oppressive noise. They were shorter than most of the crowd and
easily overshadowed, their voice hidden beneath the conversations, but as they pushed
through they were noticed forbrief momenits at a time by wandering hands that moved
them by the shoulder or rested firmly on their waist and lower back. OurObserverwas also
subjected to pointed glares as they were shoved into people and glances that took in their full
figurein a long and lingering way. They found it hard to move in the crushing crowd and even
moreso with the sticky floor beneath them. They saw the cups and glasses in hands, filled
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withvarious strong smelling and multicolored liquids that tainted breath and body odor, while
the contents were spilled onto others and our Observeralike.

With great effort and nearly jilted ambitions, our Observer broke from the crowd and saw
that the crushing people were merely one ring of the room, and by passing throughthem it
opened up considerably towards the center. Our Observer continued onward and was able
to see that the room was made up of a constellation of sorts, starting with the outerring of
doors and booths, then the ring of crowd, now onto a mix of calmer tables and chairs similar
to those lost within the former area. At the center of the room was the glass pillar still, but
immediately surrounding itwas a ring of stools and a bar.

"Sorry about that,” called out a bartender just ahead, and while our Observer first
guestioned who they could be talking to, the bartender nodded and pointed at themthena
stool justin front, “Come, take a load off.”

Our Observer looked around again, realizing that no one else was watching them or this
interaction, and made their way tothe bar itself and took their place on the empty stool.

"That crowd wanders on through here from time to time and makes a mess of the place for
the regulars,” the bartender was saying as they picked up aglassto clean, “I told the boss to
stop letting them in, but the money's good and they pass through quickly. I'd give them a little
bit before most of them clear out for the night, anyway.”

“Yeah, it certainly is alot,” our Observer said, fixing theirclothes a bit.

The bartender watched them, then put the glass down and approached, “You have an
LD, on you?”

“Me?" our Observer asked, shocked by the lock ontheirface, “No, notreally. lleftit
somewhere along theroad. |mean, it expired a long time ago, and it was very outdated.”

"Outdated?”

“It... it didn't match. Not anymore.”

The bartender leaned against the heavily vamished countertop, almost as if they were
trying to push it down and instead were pushed backwards, and made a grunting noise, "Okay.
Yourfirst drink is on me.”

“Oh, you don't have to-" our Observer started, but the bartenderwas already gone, walking
along the circular counter towards the far end, nearing one of the two exits from itsinner ring
to grab a glass. They went about filling the cup from a tap as our Observer looked around to
see several other people sitting along the bar, engaging in more quiet conversations here,

80 |/nto the Wyrd

while the noise level rose behind them first at the tables then at the crowd furtherback.
Before they returned, our Observer did see the bartender lean around the pillar and say
something to another person manning the bar on the opposite side, then walk back over.

The bartender placed a tall glass of golden liquid down on a coaster.

"Thankyou,” ourObserver said carefully, earning a nod as the bartender stepped back,
crossed their arms and leaned against the pillar, waiting. Our Observerlooked down at the
drink as a fewsmall carbonated bubbles fizzled out, then carefully tock a drink and found it to

“This isn't beer”

“Beer? Whywould | give you beer?” the bartendersaid, twisting their facein repulsion, “You
don'twant beer.”

"How would you-"

"Sorry, am | getting ahead of myself?” the bartender asked, stepping forward and leaning
on the counter again, “See, it's mead. Honey wine.”

"Really?” our Observer said, holding up the glass tothewarm lights above and examining
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its refraction, “Why do you have this?”

“It's the drink of warriors, the nectar of
the godsand all.”

"But why do you haveit on tap, not ina
bottle or something?”

“Why wouldn'twe, it'sverygood,” the
bartender insisted. Our Observer did agree,
having not had alcchol oranythingquite as
sweet as thisin avery long time. In the past
they had shied away from anything that
might inhibittheir ability to observe, and
sweets just hadn't been much to their liking
after having too many candies as a child
and losing a few teeth, but in this moment
they enjoyed the drink.

However, when they took another lock
around the bar, theynoticed that no one
else was drinking anything quite like the
mead. There were othergolden drinks,
but due to the foam orthe bubbles our
Observer could tell thatthey were beers
and ciders, along with other more colorful
mixed drinks and wines.

"My name’s Ozzie, by the way,” the
bartender offered, interrupting our
Observer's train of thought. When they
retumed to looking at Ozzie, they saw how
intensely theywereanalyzing them.

Our Observer beganto stutterthrough a
respaonse, but was quickly cut off.

“MNoneed to tellme yours,” Ozzie said,
holding up a hand, “l offered mine freely,

with no need for one in return. | remember ocbserving myself, |remember how itwas.”

"You were an cbserver?”

"Of course, can't you tell?” they said, stepping back and motioning at themself. Our
Observer looked at them and shrugged, but there was a recognition deep in their stomach
they couldn’t quite shake.

“lwalked the roads myself, years ago,” they continued, returning to the counter, "I found
alot of strange places, and a lot of stranger people. Eventually | found myselfhere, and fell in
love with the place.”

Our Observer went to question, but withthe sound of a crash above the bar's chatter,
their attention was pulled back tothe crowd behind them. They turned to see the outer ring
dispersing, masses of people rushing throughvarious doors around the edges of the room
as the laughing and belligerent noise followed, revealing some quiet music being played
beneath. The bar cleared, leaving behind people on stools, at tables, and in booths, alongwith
one lopsided and broken table where a drunk had collapsed and scared the group off.

"See, Itold you they would clear out soon,” Ozzie said, as the other bartender rounded the
barand helped the drunk out of the room before trying to put the table back together.

Our Observer turned back to Ozzie and found that their eyes still hadn't left them.

"Tell me if this sounds familiar,” Ozzie started, leaning on the counter, “You felt different
than all the otherpeaople back home. Pieces of you didn't fit with the pieces of them, and you
never felt as though you belonged in any meaningful way. Eventually it became too isolating,
too strange, and you decided to leave.”

Our Observer locked eyeswith the bartender and drank more from their cup.

"You took to the roads to find somethingelse, something familiar, and you found yourself
here, ikeme.”

“MNo," our Observer said, “That's not right.”

“Which part?”

“Itock the road to get away, yes. But | wasn't locking for somewhere new.”

"Not at first, right?" Ozzie said, glancing totheir side asanother customertried to get their
attention and was promptly ignored, “Then what? An escape?”

Our Observer nodded abit, “| needed to leave, and the road was my way. | didn'twantto
bethere, Ididn't want to be anywhere, so | kept walking”

"Then why areyou here?”
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There was then a thud off tothe right of our Observer. They turned and saw amanin a
disheveled suit, his tie undone and shirt unbuttoned, head down on the barwith several
finished glasses infront of him.

“Ineeded to come back,” our Observer said quietly, tearing their eyes awayfrom the
businessman, who must have had a rough day without his boss’s newspaper, “lstayed away
fortoo long, and the thought of seeing people again, being in places again, terrified me.”

"More so than before?”

“lcan’t remember,” our Observer confessed, “l already didn't like people orthe way they
looked at me before Iwent ontheroad, but now | felt like..."

“You needed them.”

Our Observer nodded.

Therewas a slight snorting noise from their right

"I should handle that,” Ozzie said, then excused themself to help the businessman out
ofthe bar.

Our Observer took the opportunity to swivel on their stool and take in the bar as awhole,
seeing the framed pictures of people on the walls betweenthe booths and the graffiti on
the tables and booth walls, scribblings of names and phrases in various languages and
withvarious curses, The people remaining after the crowd had passed seemed to be more
respectful of the space, with groups of friends tucked into the booths for quiet conversations
or circling tables with cards spread out. Therewas a group chanting and banging on atable as
aadiner waitress, Joan, finished a boot filled with beer with a genuine smile, an empty booth
with a one-eyed man surveying the others the room as he sipped a cocktail, and a fewwell
dressed singles on the opposite side of the glass pillartalking to the other bartender as they
mixed several different drinks at once.

Our Observer then noticed afew more pictures behind the bar, not framed but instead stuck
behind bottles andtaped to the glass. Most of them showed far offlocations and cbscured
people, although they could see Ozzie andthe otherbartender pictured together often.

They seemed very close.

Ozzie then returned and stood between our Observer and the photos, asking, "How's
the drink?”

Our Observer looked down and realized that they had nearly finished it.

“I'll get you another,” said Ozzie, already having walked away before cur Observer could

84 | Into the Wyrd

answer. They returned with another full glass and swapped it with the now empty one that our
Observer had rushed to polish off.

The bartender then proceeded to cleanthe old glass as our Observer thanked them,
then asked:

“So, why did you stop?”

“Stop what?"

“Stop observing.”

"Stop? You don't stop,” Ozzie said, rubbing a ragalong the inside of the glass, "You just find
something elseto observe.”

Our Observer looked around, "That's why you settled here?”

They nodded, "Now | don't need the road. It brings people tome.”

“Likeme.”

They shrugged, “You could say that.”

“Then tellme,” our Observer asked, leaning forward, “How did you stay?”

"Only ifyou,” Ozzie answered, leaning inthemself, “Tell me why you won't.”
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The two proceeded to tak in hushed voices for the rest of the night, ignoring other drink
orders, changes in music coming on an unknown speaker system, and even afight on the
other side of the bar. Eventually they were broken from their trance by the sound of a large
slam to our Observer's left, where a young woman sat alone.

Shehad closed a book and smacked it down on a table, and was now drinkinga line of
about six total shots that shehad laid outin front of her.

"l guess she finally finished that series,” mused Ozzie, looking around as the other
bartender had begun to put chairs on tables and usher customers out, including a reconciled
couple whose travel plans had fallenthrough, “It's closing time.”

"Right,” our Observer said, reaching for theirwallet, but was stopped by Ozzie.

“Don't worry about it. You should get going,”

Our Observer hesitated, taking in the bartender, then nodded abit. They stood to go
towards the door, stopping and looking at the different exits around the circular room, saying:

"Idon't rememberwhich one | came in through.”

"That doesn't matter,” Ozzie said, “What matters is where you want to go next. Back to the
town? Back home? Or sormewhere else?”

Our Observer spun a bit, locking at all the options.

“Look, any of these doors could bring you where you want to go,” Ozzie said, hopping over
the barto stand beside our Observer and put a hand on their shoulder, "So where's that?”

Cwr Observer looked at Ozzie, then at the otherbartender who stood with a broom in
hand, then back at the baritself with its many pictures behind the counter.

They finally nodded, tapped Ozzie's hand, and our Observergathered up theirfew items
they had collected throughout the day: supplies they bought in the morning, some leftover
napkins from lunch, the bock they had read nearly half of, some tom up fliers splattered with
paint, and a coasterthey had just swiped off the counter.

They turned back to the bartenders, nodded, and picked a door.

Then ourObserverwalked through.
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