Door number one
Trevor gripped the weathered wooden railing of his oceanfront patio so hard the wood groaned under his fingers. Thirty years of grief slammed into him like the waves crashing violently against the rocks below. The coffee in his mug had gone stone cold, but he barely noticed. Today felt different. Today, the ocean seemed to be daring him to finally fight back.
*   *   *   *   *

The Pacific roared beneath the bluff, throwing itself against the rocks with violent, hungry force. Trevor stood rigid, salt wind whipping at his face, staring down at the churning water like it owed him answers.

“Another goddamn morning,” he growled. Fifty-eight years old and still waking up to the same hollow ache. The same endless loop. The same man who had failed the only woman he’d ever loved. He slammed the mug down on the railing. 
“Janet,” he said aloud, her name ripping out like a challenge to the sea. “You’d laugh at me right now. Still standing here like some broken statue, talking to water like it gives a damn.”

Inside, the condo was quiet except for the soft click of Mr. Snickers’ claws on the hardwood as the cat made his third circuit of the living room. Trevor had left the sliding door cracked so the salt air could drift in; it smelled like every other morning of the last thirty years—clean, mineral, faintly metallic. He used to think the smell would eventually stop reminding him of her. It never had. Janet’s laughter echoed in the brine-scented breeze, a ghost from summers long past when they’d walk the beach hand-in-hand, her toes digging into the wet sand as she teased him about his fear of jellyfish. “Come on, Trev,” she used to say, her voice light and teasing, “they’re just floating Jell-O. What’s the worst that could happen?” 
He’d pull her close then, kissing the salt from her lips. “The worst? You could be right and I’d have to admit you’re braver than me.” 

She’d laugh—that bright, unguarded sound that used to make the whole world feel lighter. “You’re impossible.”

“And you love it,” he’d answer. The memory hit him hard enough that he had to set the mug down on the railing before his hand shook. “Yeah,” he said aloud to the empty patio, “I loved it. Still do.”     
Carrying the mug back to the kitchen island, Trevor set it down beside yesterday’s untouched mail—a stack of envelopes that screamed of isolation: bills, catalogs for furniture he didn’t need, a postcard from a cruise line promising adventures for one.

“Adventures for one, yeah. Because that’s exactly what I wanted. Solo cruises and no one to argue over the last life jacket with.” 

The fridge offered the same bleak inventory it always did. Greek yogurt, half a lemon, a carton of oat milk he’d bought three weeks ago and never opened. Nothing looked worth eating.
“What’s the point?” he asked the empty shelves. “You’re not even hungry. You’re just… performing breakfast. Like if you keep doing the routine, maybe one day it’ll feel real again.”

Over the years, antique collecting brought him some joy, filling the void of...life. His newest acquisition, a turn-of-the-century antique door, hung on the far wall of his bedroom like a painting no one else would ever understand. White-washed farm-style oak, weathered lines cut deep by time and weather, skeleton key still dangling from the tarnished lock plate. 
Trevor paused just inches away, the faint scent of yesterday’s oil rising to meet him. “So, you gonna cooperate today, or are we doing the same dance again?”

He’d found the treasure buried under a tarp and broken chairs in the basement of Kismet’s Antique Shop—just three blocks from his condo—four days earlier. The young clerk—red hair, freckles scattered across her nose like spilled cinnamon—had smiled when he asked about the off-limits lower level.
“Only for serious pickers,” she’d said, and let him down anyway. Her eyes had sparkled with a knowing glint. “You look like someone who’s looking for more than furniture.”

He’d laughed it off.” Just a door. Nothing special.” 

She’d tilted her head. “Doors are never just doors, Mr. Capello. Not the right ones. Some are more than they appear.”

Everyone has a hobby. Trevor was a picker. In the last year alone he’d rescued a 1930s iron-scroll headboard from a church bazaar, a 1940s oak chifferobe missing only one knob, and a 1920s oval mirror whose silver backing had begun to fox but still held a ghostly clarity. Each piece had come home with him, been cleaned, repaired, placed just so. His condo looked like a walk through time—tasteful, expensive, empty. But this door was different. It whispered to him in the quiet hours, promising something more than mere decoration. 
“Interesting texture.” He traced the grain of the wood with his fingers, feeling the subtle ridges like Braille spelling out a forgotten language. “What are you? A joke? A trick? Or are you actually the thing that’s going to break this… this loop I’ve been stuck in for thirty years?”
The key refused to turn the first dozen times he’d tried it. Rust had fused metal to metal. He’d oiled it, jiggled it, cursed it. 

Trevor didn’t really need for the key to turn. It was more, just something to do that slowly turned into a war of wills. His against the doors. Silly “Work, damn you,” he’d growled, twisting until his knuckles whitened. Nothing. Yesterday he’d almost given up and called it a decorative wall piece, which for all intent and purposes—it was. Then he’d noticed the etchings on the key’s bow—tiny, raised lines that caught the afternoon light. Beard. Robe. Hourglass. Father Time himself, carved in miniature. A strange tingle had run up his arm when he traced the design with his fingertip.
“Okay,” he’d said aloud, laughing uneasily at himself, “fifty-eight years old and still half expecting magic in second-hand junk. You’re losing it, Capello.” But the laughter had died in his throat. The curiosity that replaced it bordered on obsession. 
Mr. Snickers strolled in, stopped three feet away, and stared at the door as though it had personally offended him. His green eyes narrowed, tail twitching with feline suspicion. 

“What’s your problem, old man?” Trevor asked, crouching down to meet the cat’s gaze. “You’ve been circling this thing like it owes you money. You know something I don’t?” 

The cat flicked an ear, turned, and left the room without answering, as if to say, “You’re on your own with this one.” 
“Thanks for the support. Real team player.”

He sighed and sat on the edge of the bed. The plaid comforter still smelled faintly of the lavender sachet Janet used to tuck under the pillows. He’d kept the same bedding for thirty years. Not out of sentiment, he told himself. Out of laziness. But he knew better. Every night, as he lay there alone, the scent transported him back to their shared bed, her body curled against his, her breath warm on his neck. He would never, ever throw it in the washing machine. “I love you more than the stars,” she’d whisper in the dark, her fingers tracing patterns on his chest. “And there are a lot of stars, Trev.”
Not a day went by when small, sharp memories arrived without warning. The way she’d hum off-key while brushing her teeth. “You sound like a dying cat,” he’d tease. She’d splash water at him. “Better than your snoring. At least I’m in tune.” How she’d steal the last bite of his dessert and then kiss him so he couldn’t complain. “Thief,” he’d murmur against her lips. “Borrower,” she’d correct, grinning. The night she’d proposed to him on the front porch of her parents’ house, ring box in her hand because she was tired of waiting for him to get around to it. He’d laughed until he cried, then kissed her until the porch light flickered like it was embarrassed. “You’re impossible,” he’d said. “And you love it,” she’d answered. 
The day before their wedding, a dark sedan ran a red light and folded her car into scrap metal. The police report said she’d died on impact. Trevor had sat in the hospital hallway until sunrise, holding her engagement ring, waiting for someone to tell him it was all a mistake. 
No one ever did. 

   He rubbed his temples. The headache was back—the one that arrived every spring like clockwork, right around the anniversary. It throbbed with a dull insistence, a physical echo of the emotional void Janet’s absence had left.
“Enough,” he muttered, reaching for the radio on the nightstand to fill his head, tuning to the oldies station. “Cathy’s Clown” filled the room, Everly Brothers harmonies bright and cruel. He let it play, the lyrics twisting like knives: “Don’t want your love anymore…” 

“Funny,” he said to the empty room. “I still do.”

Back when he worked at Killer 99 FM in Ohio as a DJ, he’d programmed songs like this to make people feel something. Now they mostly made him feel old. 
Needing a diversion, he left the radio on and let his mind drift back three decades to his radio days at the tender age of twenty-eight. Lots of memories flashed before him, but one in particular stood out among the rest—a day that had started ordinary and veered into the absurd, hinting at the fragility of sanity in a world spinning too fast. 

He had just left an awards meeting where his boss had given him a wall plaque, his name—Trevor Capello—embossed in gold lettering. 
“For outstanding sales,” the boss had said, clapping him on the back with false enthusiasm. “Your days working here as a disc-jockey were great but since you took my advice a year ago and moved into sales, you’re setting all kinds of new records.”

As he walked back toward his office, plaque tucked under his arm, Trevor noticed a crowd gathered around the on-air studio, laughter spilling out muffled through the glass. Curious, he peered through the window and saw his mid-day disc jockey—Dusty Trails, his high-school best friend—standing on his head against the wall, mid-shift, microphone dangling, red “On Air” light glowing. 
The staff snickered as Trevor fought to keep a straight face. “So… Dusty… whatcha’ doing?”

“Meditating,” Dusty answered, face flushed from the inversion, voice muffled but defiant.
“Any particular reason why?” 

Dusty looked ridiculous—shirt untucked, legs wobbling—but the absurdity carried an edge Trevor couldn’t ignore. This was the guy who’d stood by him through everything. “I just turned 30 today, bro, getting in touch with my inner child. Flipping the world upside down to see it right. Management’s got us all spinning like records—play this, cue that, sell ads. I’m done pretending.” His eyes met Trevor’s. “What about you, Trev? When’s the last time you turned your life on its head?”
The words landed like a quiet challenge, lingering long after Trevor walked out, the laughter fading behind him. Even now, thirty years later, they carried an undercurrent of unease.

Trevor bit his lip, nodded, then turned and walked out of the studio, the laughter of the crowd ringing in his ears. “Crazy bastard,” he’d muttered. But Dusty’s words had lingered, a seed of doubt planted in fertile soil. That scene occurred thirty years ago, the last time anyone heard from Dusty. Rumor had it management gave him an extended vacation—code for “fired and forgotten.” 
They were best friends in high school. Heck, Dusty was supposed to be his best man at the wedding that never happened.

“If I ever lose it like that,” Trevor had joked to Janet later that night, “promise you’ll pull me back.”
“I promise,” she’d said, her eyes serious despite the smile. “But only if you promise the same for me. We’re in this together, Trev—upside down or right side up.”

“Must have been all those radio waves bouncing around that sent him over the edge,” Trevor mused now, aloud to the empty room. He looked down at his wrist and studied his gold Rolex watch, a parting gift for many long years of service with the radio station. “I’m guessing old Dusty never got one of these.” 
The memory faded as the song ended and the DJ transitioned into “Runaround Sue.” 

Trevor reached over and muted the radio. The sudden quiet pressed against his ears, amplifying the crash of waves outside. 

Getting back to the business at hand, he picked up the skeleton key again, turning it over in his fingers. The Father Time etching felt warmer than it should have, almost pulsing with an inner heat. “Okay, you’ve got my attention. What’s your game?”

He inserted it into the lock once more, more out of stubbornness than hope. Nothing. He jiggled it, determined to win. “All I want to do is turn this stupid key in the lock. Is that too much to ask?” 
Pissed, he flipped the key on the bed, and stood. “You’re just a door, nothing special.” But deep down, a spark of determination flickered. He wasn’t ready to give up. Not on this, not on anything that might bridge the chasm of his regrets. 

Then he remembered the pliers. Mr. Snickers had claimed them again—curled on the floor at the foot of the nightstand, belly up, purring like a tiny engine. Trevor knelt, slid his hand under the cat’s warm weight, and retrieved the tool. “You’re a terrible assistant,” he muttered, but there was affection in his tone. The cat stretched lazily, unbothered. 
One more try, he gripped the key’s bow with the pliers, braced himself, and turned. His muscles tensed, veins standing out on his forearms as he applied steady pressure. Sweat beaded on his forehead. “Come on,” he whispered, determination hardening his voice. “Open for me. Just once. What do you have to hide? If you’re nothing, let me move on.”
Finally, a soft click. 

Then whoosh! The unmistakable sound of air escaping—like a semi setting its brakes on a downgrade. A rush of wind, cold and electric, swept through the room, carrying with it scents that didn’t belong: old books, distant rain, a hint of lavender that stopped Trevor’s heart. His pulse slammed against his ribs. A small electric current raced up his arms, tingling like pins and needles but sharper, more alive. The room tilted, colors bleeding into one another—blues and grays swirling like storm clouds. 
He grabbed for the bedpost, missed, and fell face-first onto the plaid comforter. The fabric muffled his gasp, but not the whirlwind in his mind. The last thing he saw was Mr. Snickers bolting under the bed, ears flat, tail a bottle-brush streak. Darkness folded over him like a blanket, thick and suffocating. 

In that void, fragments of memories assaulted him—not just Janet’s face, but voices, echoes from a life unlived. 
“Trev, don’t let go,” she pleaded in one, her hand slipping from his. In another, Dusty’s laughter rang out: “Flip the world, bro! See what happens!”

When Trevor opened his eyes again, the breakers were still crashing below the patio. But everything else felt different.

The room looked the same—the bed, the radio, the door still hanging innocently on the wall. But the air hummed with an undercurrent of energy, like the static before a thunderstorm. 

Weird—his hands trembled slightly, but his skin seemed smoother, the age spots faded. 
“What the hell?” he murmured, flexing his fingers. “This can’t be real. Am I dreaming? Hallucinating?” 

Mr. Snickers emerged from under the bed, eyeing him warily before rubbing against his leg—a rare show of affection. Trevor scooped the cat up, burying his face in the soft fur. “You felt it too, didn’t you? What was that? Some kind of... portal?” The cat purred in response, a low rumble that grounded him, but his eyes stayed fixed on the door, as if wary of its secrets. 
He set Mr. Snickers down and approached the door again, heart racing. The key was still in the lock, but now it turned easily, as if it had been waiting for him all along. He hesitated, hand on the knob. “Okay, Trev, think. Is this a trick of the mind? Or something more, something that could rewrite the regrets etched into your soul? Do you really want to know?” 

Determination surged through him, hot and unyielding. Thirty-years of grief had forged him into a man who wouldn’t back down. “For Janet,” he whispered, “for the life we lost, I’ll uncover whatever secrets this door holds.”
Taking a deep breath, he twisted the key. The door creaked open, revealing not the wall behind it, but a shimmering veil of light that pulsed like a heartbeat. Whispers emanated from within—faint, familiar voices calling his name. “Trevor... come back for me.”
“Janet?” His breath caught. Impossible. But the pull was irresistible. 

With a final glance at the ocean, he stepped forward, into the unknown. The whoosh enveloped him again, but this time, he embraced it. Darkness gave way to flashes of color—memories rewinding like an old film reel. High school hallways, radio booths, Janet’s smile under porch lights. And then, a jolt, as if the world had flipped on its axis. 
When the spinning stopped, Trevor found himself in a familiar yet alien place. The radio station—Killer 99 FM—but not as he remembered it. The walls were brighter, the equipment newer. No, older. Analog dials and vinyl stacks instead of digital consoles. 
He looked down at his hands—young hands, unlined, strong. His reflection in a nearby window showed a face he hadn’t seen in decades: twenty-eight years old, eyes bright with untapped potential.

“What is this?” he whispered, touching his cheek. The Rolex was gone from his wrist; in its place, a cheap Timex from his early days. A voice from down the hall jolted him. “Trev! Meeting’s starting. Boss wants that playlist yesterday!” 

He turned, and there was Dusty—young, vibrant, grinning like a fool. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost, bro. Come on, let’s rock this place.” Trevor followed, dazed, his mind reeling. “Dusty? Is this real? Or am I losing it?” Was this a dream? A hallucination? Or the second chance he’d unknowingly craved? 
As he entered the conference room, memories flooded back—real ones, overlaid with possibilities. And then he saw her: Janet, not as a ghost, but alive, sitting at the table as the station’s new intern. Her hair tied back, eyes sparkling with ambition. 

Their gazes met, and time stopped. “Hi,” she said softly, extending a hand. “I’m Janet. New here.”
“Janet,” he replied, his voice thick with emotion, taking her hand, the touch sending sparks through him. Love hit him like a tidal wave—fresh, raw, undimmed by years of loss. 

“Nice to meet you... again? Wait, that sounded weird.” But in that moment, he knew: this wasn’t just a meeting. It was a crossroads. “What do I do now?” he thought, determination hardening in his chest. He would protect her, love her, change whatever fate had decreed. No more regrets. No more waiting for life to feel different. He would make it different. 
The meeting blurred around him, voices discussing playlists and ad spots, but his focus remained on Janet. She laughed at Dusty’s jokes, her voice a melody he’d thought lost forever. “God, that laugh,” he whispered to himself. 

After, as the group dispersed, he caught her in the hallway. “Hey, Janet—want to grab coffee after shift? I know a place with the best view of the ocean.”

She tilted her head, considering, a playful smile tugging at her lips. “Why not? You seem... intriguing.” 
Intriguing. The word hung between them, laced with mystery. He nodded, his heart soaring. “You have no idea.” 

This was his chance—to unravel the enigma of the door, to weave love back into his life’s tapestry, to determine a future where loss didn’t define him. As they walked out together, the sun dipping toward the horizon, he glanced back at the station. The building shimmered at the edges, then began to soften and run like wax under flame. The brick walls drooped, windows bled downward in slow, molten streaks. The parking lot asphalt rippled and pooled. Janet’s hand in his grew warm—too warm—then slippery, as though her fingers were dissolving into light.
“Janet?” His voice cracked. She turned, still smiling, but the smile frayed at the corners, unraveling like thread pulled too tight. Her outline blurred, hair lifting as if caught in an unseen wind. “Trev,” she said, softer now, thinner, “you have to choose. Stay where you’re at…or come back and fight for us.” 
He tightened his grip, not truly understanding her meaning. “I’m trying. I’m trying—”

Her hand slipped through his—not because she let go, but because she was no longer solid enough to hold. Her form thinned to golden threads that drifted upward, dissolving into the air like sparks from a dying fire. The last thing he saw was her eyes—still bright, still hers—before they faded entirely. 

The station collapsed inward, colors inverting, sound warping into a long, mournful note. The ground buckled beneath him. The sky folded. The whoosh returned—not gentle this time, but violent, a wind tunnel roar that yanked him backward through the dissolving scene. His body stretched, compressed, turned inside out and right again in the space of a heartbeat. 
Then impact. He hit the hardwood floor of his condo bedroom hard enough to knock the breath from his lungs. The antique door stood open behind him, the shimmering veil already collapsing back into ordinary wall. 

Mr. Snickers yowled once from under the bed, then went silent. 
Trevor lay there gasping, staring at the ceiling fan turning slowly overhead. His watch—his real watch, the Rolex—ticked on his wrist again. The second hand moved normally.  

The ocean kept roaring outside. But inside, something had shifted. He wasn’t the same man who’d stepped through the door an hour ago. He wasn’t sure yet whether that was good or terrible. But one thing was clear. He had to go back. Again. And this time, he had to stay long enough to finish what fate had interrupted thirty years ago.
