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CHAPTER 1 — Carlton Thomas


[image: ]




Carlton Thomas lived the kind of life that never made noise. Every evening after work at the furniture store, he’d drop his keys in the same bowl, kick off his shoes, and sink into the couch like it was part of him. Dinner was simple — pasta, maybe a sandwich — always eaten while the local news murmured in the background. He wasn’t unhappy. Just steady. Predictable. Sometimes he’d sketch things from memory — chairs, lamps, faces he saw at the bus stop — nothing fancy, just lines that helped him think. Art was his quiet habit, the one thing that made the hours feel like his own. The apartment smelled faintly of coffee and varnish from the store. A small fan hummed. Carlton flipped through channels, half-watching a game show, half-thinking about whether he should finally hang the drawings stacked on his desk. Outside, the Houston heat pressed against the windows. Inside, everything stayed still.

Carlton wandered into the kitchen, still half-listening to the TV. The weather guy was talking about humidity rolling in from the Gulf, but Carlton already knew — he could feel it in the air before he even opened the fridge. He grabbed the long Italian roll he bought that morning and smiled to himself. “Time to make a hoagie,” he said out loud, like it was a sacred ritual. He laid everything out on the counter: ham, turkey, pepperoni, pastrami, provolone, shredded lettuce, tomato slices, pickles, banana peppers, mayo, mustard, a drizzle of oil and vinegar. He stacked it all like he was building a skyscraper. The thing barely closed. He loved it. He carried the monster hoagie to the small table by the window. From there he could see the beach — not the fancy tourist part, but the quiet stretch where fishermen cast lines at sunset. He liked that view. It made the world feel slower. After a few bites, he wiped his hands and glanced at the sketchbook sitting open beside him. Earlier that day he’d drawn a shrimp boat he saw on his walk home — crooked lines, rough shading, but it had charm. He flipped to a blank page and started sketching again, letting the pencil move without thinking. The waves outside kept a steady rhythm. The fan hummed. His apartment felt like a little bubble floating above the noise of Houston. Carlton didn’t know it yet, but this was the last normal week of his life.

He leaned back in his chair, the last crumbs of his hoagie still on the plate, and let his eyes drift toward the window. The sun had slipped under the horizon, leaving the sky a deep blue-purple that always made the water look heavier, like it was thinking about something. He stood, stretched, and walked out onto his small balcony. The air was warm, thick with that Gulf smell — salt, seaweed, and a little diesel from the boats. He rested his arms on the railing and watched the lights flicker across the surface. A yacht glided by, slow and smooth, its white hull catching the last scraps of daylight. Not one of those giant party yachts — just a clean, modest one, the kind a man could fish off without feeling like he was pretending to be rich. Carlton imagined himself on it, leaning over the side with a rod, waiting for a redfish to hit. Maybe even a speckled trout if he got lucky. “Yeah,” he murmured. “I’d catch something off that.” He pictured bringing a friend along — maybe Marcus from work, the guy who always talked about wanting to fish but never actually went. Carlton could see it: the two of them laughing, the boat rocking gently, the cooler full of sodas and sandwiches. Nothing wild. Just a good day. A soft breeze pushed through, carrying the sound of waves tapping against the pier. The night settled around him, slow and steady. Porch lights blinked on up and down the shoreline. Somewhere, a dog barked. Somewhere else, someone was grilling, and the smell drifted faintly through the air. Carlton stayed there a long moment, letting the quiet wrap around him. This was his favorite part of the day — when the world dimmed and everything felt honest. He didn’t know it yet, but tomorrow would be the day everything shifted. Not weird. Not supernatural. Just authentic in a way he’d never experienced. For now, though, the night was simple. The water was calm. And Carlton Thomas was exactly where he belonged.

Carlton was just about to head back inside when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He glanced at the screen and didn’t even need to guess — Ray only called when he was in a mood.

“Buddy!” Ray’s voice blasted through the speaker. “Tell me you ain’t sittin’ in that apartment again. Listen, tomorrow night? We’re hittin’ Spike’s. Tacos, cold beer, ocean breeze, the whole thing. It’s Friday, man. Weekend kickoff.”

Carlton smirked. “Ray, it’s Thursday. You’re already planning tomorrow?”

“Damn right I am,” Ray said. “I survived this week by imagining that first beer. And you’re comin’ with me. We’ll sit by the water, talk trash, maybe play a few cards — nothing serious, just fun. You need it. I need it. The world needs it.”

Carlton leaned on the balcony rail, watching the last glow fade over the Gulf. “I don’t know, man. I got work to finish. A lot.”

“Oh, here we go,” Ray groaned. “You’re stuck in quicksand again. Every Thursday you say the same thing. ‘Work, work, work.’ Buddy, you gotta come up for air. At least let me tell you about my boring week over a beer tomorrow.”

Carlton laughed under his breath. “You’re ridiculous.”

“And you love me,” Ray shot back. “Look, I ain’t asking you to get trashed. Just show up. One beer. One taco. One hour. If you bail early, fine. But don’t make me drink alone like some sad movie character.”

Carlton hesitated, staring at the dark water rolling in slow. He did like Spike’s. He did like the breeze. And Ray wasn’t wrong — the week had been long.

“Alright,” Carlton finally said. “But don’t get mad if I dip early. I really do have work.”

“Buddy, if you show up at all, I’ll consider it a miracle,” Ray said. “Tomorrow night. Don’t flake.”

The call ended. Carlton slipped the phone back into his pocket and took one last look at the water. The night felt soft, easy, like it was nudging him forward.

He went inside to grab his keys.

Tomorrow would be Friday.  

Tomorrow would be different.  

And after that... the authenticity would begin.

After Ray hung up, Carlton stood on the balcony for another minute, letting the night breeze cool the last of the day off his skin. The idea of tomorrow — tacos, beer, the ocean, Ray talking a mile a minute — it didn’t sound bad. It actually sounded... needed. But he wasn’t about to admit that out loud.

He stepped back inside and locked the sliding door. The apartment felt even quieter now, like the walls were settling in for the night. Carlton grabbed his phone, tossed it on the counter, and headed to the bathroom. He brushed his teeth slow, staring at his own reflection like he was trying to figure out if he looked as tired as he felt. He did. The week had been long, and tomorrow’s workload wasn’t going to be any lighter.

He turned on the shower and let the steam fill the room before stepping in. The hot water hit his shoulders, loosening muscles he didn’t even realize were tight. He closed his eyes and let the water run over him, thinking about the spreadsheets waiting for him in the morning. Three of them. Maybe four if his manager dumped another “quick task” on him like she always did on Fridays.

“Great,” he muttered to himself. “Two hours of closing out inventory logs, another hour fixing formulas, and then the weekly summary. Perfect Friday.”

He rinsed off, stepped out, and wrapped a towel around his waist. On the way to his bedroom, he grabbed his laptop off the coffee table and opened it just long enough to check tomorrow’s task list. It was worse than he thought — color-coded blocks of work stacked like a wall.

“Oh brother,” he sighed. “Maybe I will go out tomorrow. I’m gonna need it.”

He shut the laptop before it could depress him further and tossed it gently onto the bed. He pulled on a clean pair of shorts, turned off the lights, and slid under the covers. The sheets were cool, the fan hummed, and the distant sound of waves drifted through the cracked window.

Carlton lay there for a moment, staring at the ceiling, thinking about nothing and everything at the same time. Work. The beach. Ray. That yacht. His sketchbook. His quiet little life.

He didn’t know it yet, but this was the last night before everything shifted into something new — something real, something authentic.

He exhaled, closed his eyes, and let sleep take him.
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CHAPTER 2 — The Friday Grind
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Carlton pushed through the glass doors of the furniture store’s office building with a bounce in his step and a travel mug of coffee that smelled strong enough to wake the dead. The place already buzzed with printers, keyboards, and half-awake chatter, but today had something extra — the sweet smell of donuts drifting through the hallway. Someone had brought in two full dozen, and the scent alone made Friday feel lighter.

“Morning, Carlton!” Denise called from the front desk, waving a glazed donut like a trophy. “You better grab one before Trevor eats the whole box.”

Carlton laughed. “I’m moving as fast as I can. Save me one with sprinkles.”

“You got it,” she said, sliding the box toward him.

He grabbed a donut, took a bite, and let the sugar hit him like a second cup of coffee. “Now that’s how you start a Friday.”

He walked into the back office, cheerful as ever, and spotted Trevor already at his desk with an energy drink in one hand and a chocolate donut in the other.

“Carl-man!” Trevor said, mouth half full. “Happy Friday. I see you found the good stuff.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Carlton said, dropping his bag. “Morning’s already better than yesterday. How’s your week been?”

“Long,” Trevor groaned. “My kid had a science fair project. I swear I built ninety percent of that volcano. I’m basically a geologist now.”

Carlton laughed. “At least it didn’t explode.”

“Not yet,” Trevor said. “Give it time.”

Before they could continue, Ms. Hall stepped out of her office holding a clipboard like she was ready to assign homework. “Good morning, team. Quick rundown — project two and project four are priority today. Inventory logs need to be finalized before noon. Carlton, I saw your progress. You already knocked out the first batch. Excellent work.”

Carlton nodded, upbeat. “I’ll jump on project four after I clean up the last spreadsheet.”

Trevor leaned over and whispered, “Show-off.”

Carlton grinned. “Just trying to stay ahead.”

“You’re too cheerful for a Friday morning,” Trevor said. “What’s your secret?”

“Donuts,” Carlton said. “And my cousin Ray promising to drag me out tomorrow night. He’s already planning the whole thing.”

“Oh boy,” Trevor said. “That man’s a hurricane.”

“Tell me about it,” Carlton replied. “But he means well.”

The morning rolled on in a steady rhythm — typing, clicking, fixing formulas, answering questions, greeting coworkers as they passed by. Someone from sales stopped to ask how his week was going. Another coworker complained about the AC being too cold. Someone else asked if anyone wanted more coffee.

By noon, the smell of hot wings drifted through the office like a blessing. Carlton looked up from his screen just as Ms. Hall stepped out of her office with a smile that meant only one thing — food had arrived.

“Alright, team,” she announced, clapping her hands together. “You all knocked out the morning work beautifully. We’re caught up on everything we needed for the week. So lunch is on me today — hot wings, potato wedges, salad, and whatever drinks they had cold. Great job, everyone.”

A cheer went up from the desks. Even the quiet folks perked up.

Trevor spun his chair around. “Carl-man, you hear that? Free wings. This is the good life.”

Carlton grinned. “I’m not turning down wings. Or wedges. Or anything free.”
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