[image: cover-image, Volume One with chapters]

Darkness

 

 

Volume One

                                                          

The Fall of a Nation




Darkness is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

 

Copyright ©️ 2018 by Jason R. Cash

 

All rights reserved.

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

 

"It’s always the darkest before the dawn."




Chapter 1


 

Greg wakes up and sees the candle beside his bed, the wax melted low, the flame a trembling stub fighting against the darkness. It’s almost burned completely out. He rolls over, his eyes falling on Lori. She’s still asleep, her chest rising and falling with the steady rhythm of dreams. He reaches out, combing his hand through her hair, his fingers sliding gently across the strands. She tosses over at the touch but doesn’t wake, lost in a rare moment of peace.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, Greg rubs at his eyes, trying to push the grit of sleep away. His throat feels parched, scratchy, but he forces himself not to think about it. The bottled water is running low, and the faucet water carries that bitter metallic tang he can’t choke down anymore. They’ve been conserving what they have left, trying to stretch the bottles as long as possible. The thirst is a constant gnaw, but he pushes the thought aside, swallowing it down with habit.

Standing, he stretches his stiff body, joints cracking faintly in the silence. He grabs his shirt and pulls it over his head. Once it had been his favorite dry fit, bright and comfortable, something he wore without thought. Now, after everything, it’s just another battered relic—red fabric torn at the hem, dulled by sweat, dirt, and days of wear.

He glances at the mat laid out on the floor beside their bed. Chris and Katie lie curled together there, their faces slack with exhaustion, breaths deep and even. They are truly sleeping, untouched by the chaos above ground. Greg steps carefully past them, each move deliberate so as not to break the fragile gift of their rest.

The bedroom door creaks softly as he eases it open, and he slips into the living room. The air is cooler here, faint with the waxy smoke of burned-out candles. In the room next to theirs, Frank and Charlotte still rest in bed, their outlines faint in the dim light. On the floor, Randall, Janie, and their children are tangled together in sleep, blankets pulled up around them, the close warmth of family against the chill of uncertainty.

This hole in the ground feels heavy in its silence, every sleeper clinging to rest like it’s the only thing holding them together.

Craig and Shelly are already in the kitchen, moving quietly as the faint scrape of pans and the smell of flour drift into the room. Breakfast for everyone is coming together, though it is a shadow of what it once was. The eggs had been gone days ago, used up without thought in the early stretch. Now, they are down to making biscuits from the last of the flour and thickening gravy from whatever scraps they can find. Still, through the walls and the hush of sleeping bodies, you can hear it—slight giggles rising from the kitchen. Craig and Shelly laugh like two people who have chosen not to let the weight of hunger strangle them, not yet. They are happy in their own quiet way, happy because even though the shelves are near bare, for the moment they have the two things that matter most. Number one: they are alive. Number two: they are safe.

“Two long weeks,” Greg mutters to himself, his voice barely above a whisper. The words slip out on a sigh; one carried more by frustration than fatigue—though there is plenty of both knotted inside him. He shakes his head slowly; the memory of days stacked behind him like bricks in a wall.

He is glad Jeff came when he did, that he opened the hatch and pulled them into this buried shelter. Without him, they wouldn’t have made it. But even gratitude has its limits, and Greg can feel the edges of his patience fraying. Two weeks in a hole. Two weeks of darkness, recycled air, and the same walls pressing in on him like a cage. Above them the world is shifting, breaking, bleeding, and he doesn’t know how or why. He hates the blindness of it, the not knowing. He feels like he is drowning in questions with no surface to break through. He needs answers, and he needs them now.

Sitting on the couch, Greg glances over and sees Jeff still asleep in the recliner. The man’s head tilts slightly to the side, his breathing slow and even, the rise and fall of his chest steady in the dim light of the bunker. Greg feels a rush of gratitude at the sight. If it weren’t for Jeff, they’d all be dead a long time ago—bones in the dirt instead of warm bodies breathing underground.

Jeff looks to be in his early sixties, though the gray of his beard and the hard lines of his face make him seem older, carved from another time. His beard is long and wiry, streaked like steel wool, while his hair above it is kept in a tight crew cut that speaks of old habits. He’s still wearing the same pinstriped button-up shirt he’s had on for the past three days, the once-crisp lines now dulled with sweat and dust. The sleeves are rolled halfway up his arms, just as they always are, the fabric so stiff it seems frozen in place—like even if someone tugged with all their strength, the folds would refuse to move.

On Jeff’s right arm, the ink tells its own story. A cross stands bold, wrapped in the coiled body of a rattlesnake. Its head rises to the top of the cross, mouth open, fangs bared, caught mid-strike. When they asked Jeff about the tattoo, his answer was plain and without apology: he believed in the Bible. He tried his best to live by the words of God. But if anyone crossed him, he’d put them in their place—that was where the snake came in.

On his left arm there’s no ink at all, only a scar cutting clean across his wrist, pale against the skin. Nobody had asked about it. They didn’t want to. The mark spoke for itself, and no one wanted to hear the story out loud—the story of a man who’d once been pushed far enough to try and leave this world. But Jeff had told it anyway, without prompting, after he’d told the story of his tattoo. He had laid both his truths bare—the cross and the snake, the faith and the wound—like a man who had already made peace with his contradictions.

“It was twenty years ago,” Jeff begins, his voice gravelly, the kind of tone that draws every ear in the room. “I was in the bank making a deposit. It was a tough spell for the family. We weren’t selling too many of the shelters back then, and we were scraping by. We had just received a deposit for the first sale in three months, and we wanted to get it in the bank to cover some of our debts. At that time, we still had a mortgage on the house. It was two-and-a-half months behind, and we needed to catch it up. This deposit we had received for the shelter would catch us up.”

His eyes narrow slightly as he drifts into the memory. “As I was standing in line, the lady motioned for me to come up to the window. I stepped forward, handed her the deposit slip, started counting the cash. Then I felt it—something sharp pressing into the small of my back. A voice right behind me said not to move. So, I didn’t. I froze.”

Jeff pauses, his gaze dropping to his left wrist, the scar gleaming faintly under the low light. “He started screaming, ordering everyone to get on the floor. Then he tells me to give him the cash in my hand. Everyone in the bank thought it was a gun shoved into my back. But I knew differently. I could feel the point, thin and sharp. It was no barrel. It was a knife.”

He shifts in the recliner, his jaw tightening as though the memory itself still cuts. “He demanded the money again. So, I turned quick, threw the cash straight at his face. As the bills scattered, I swung and caught him hard across the jaw. He went down, but as he fell, he slashed at me, the blade catching across my wrist.” Jeff lifts his arm slightly, the scar running clean across the vein. “I was bleeding bad, but I got on top of him. I didn’t stop. I kept punching and punching until the red haze took over. By the time the cops got there ten minutes later, he was out cold. They had to pull me off him.”

He leans back, eyes distant but voice steady. “By then, I was close to death myself. The floor was slick with my blood. No charges were filed—they said it was self-defense. I had been protecting the bank, their employees, the customers.”

Jeff lets out a slow breath. “They rushed me to the hospital, pumped pints of blood into me until I could stand again. After a few days, they released me. The money was in my account, every last dollar, and the bank even gave me a bonus for stepping in. That one deposit saved us—it caught up the mortgage on the house, saved it from being taken. I walked away with my home still mine, and this scar to remind me.”

His fingers brush the pale line once more, and for a long moment, silence lingers. The story hangs heavy, not just about a wound or a fight, but about survival—about a man who had stared down death once before and refused to let it win.

After the story he told, we knew Jeff was in this situation for the long haul. There was a lot of fight in him still—more than most men half his age. With his worn blue jeans and boots still on his feet, he snored now in the recliner, deep and unbothered. The sound was so loud, so steady, that Greg sometimes feared whoever or whatever might still be lurking above would hear it echoing out of this hole in the earth, a beacon to their hiding place.

Sitting there, staring at the TV set with its blank, black screen, Greg felt the weight of it pressing down on him. How many times had he sat in front of that same screen, waiting for news that never came? He wished it would flicker on—just once—show him what was happening out there, give him a glimpse of the world beyond the bunker walls. The changes of the past two weeks had been staggering, like waking up in someone else’s life. Did the government know this was about to happen, or were they as blindsided as the rest of us? he wondered. Or are they in on it?

His gaze drifted to the ladder rising into the shadows. The thought formed before he could stop it: maybe it was time to look. Maybe it was time to know. He stood, his movements slow and deliberate, then crossed the room to the ladder. One hand gripped the rail, then the next, until he was climbing, the rungs cold and slick beneath his palms. Above him waited the heavy turning wheel that locked the hatch.

He reached it, hesitated only a second, then turned the wheel. The metal groaned softly in the stillness as the lock disengaged. He pressed his shoulder against the door and raised it, inch by inch. A thin line of morning light spilled in, pale and golden. The sun had just come up.

He pushed it higher, the scent of fresh dew rising instantly to meet him. The smell hit like a memory—wet grass, open air, freedom. He peered out, practically just a head above the ground, his eyes scanning the yard. Jeff’s house still stood, its walls a familiar silhouette against the dawn. The Japanese vehicles still sat in the same spot they have been in.

But when his gaze drifted past the field to the neighboring house, a lump rose hard in his throat. That place was gone. He wondered if the family had been inside when it happened, or if they’d been lucky enough to escape before the destruction came. The thought clawed at him as he strained his ears.

This morning, there were no loud noises. No engines. No planes cutting across the sky. The only sounds were the birds, their chirping spilling out from the trees like a song from another world, a world untouched by war.

Greg felt it then—that pull. Maybe it was time. Time for him and maybe Jeff to step out and see for themselves if the danger had passed, to make sure the ghosts aboveground had finally moved on.

He lowered the hatch slowly, sealing the light away, the smell of dew fading as the door shut. He turned the wheel again until it locked in place, the click echoing softly through the bunker.

 

         “How does it look today?” Jeff asks as he shifts upright in the recliner, his joints creaking with the effort. He scratches absently at the top of his head, fingers brushing over the short bristle of his crew cut. His eyes search Greg’s face, waiting for the report.

“It’s quiet out there again today, Vehicles haven’t moved.” Greg answers, his voice steady but low, like the quiet itself might be listening.

“That’s three days in a row,” Jeff adds, leaning forward, his elbows resting on his knees. His tone is half hopeful, half suspicious. “Could it all be over with now?”

Greg eases back down onto the couch, the springs groaning under his weight. He lets the silence linger a moment before he speaks. “I hope so, Jeff.” His words are careful, but even he doesn’t quite believe them.

“What do you say about the two of us going out there tomorrow?” Jeff presses, his voice sharpening with resolve.

“Sounds like something that needs to be done,” Greg admits after a breath. His shoulders slump, the weariness heavy on him. “I’m starting to become stir-crazy from being in here. I would fight the whole army to get out of here for five minutes.”

Jeff gives a dry laugh at that, but there’s no humor in his eyes. He turns his head toward the kitchen where Craig and Shelly continue their playful racket, laughter spilling out as they goose each other, bumping shoulders while trying to make the morning meal. The sound is strange down here—too light for a world so dark.

Everyone in this bunker now knows what it means to be thankful just to see another day. Outside, there is nothing but ruin and death. Above these walls lies the world they once called the land of the free. The United States of America—just weeks ago it still carried that title proudly. Now, no one here even knows how much of that land remains, or if freedom still exists at all.

Jeff saved them by offering a safe haven in the shelter tucked into the earth behind his house. Without that bunker, they would have been lost—swept away by the chaos above.

Jeff lives alone in the house now; the home his parents had left him in their will after they passed. It is a beautiful plantation-style home, the kind of place that seems to belong to another century. White columns line the porch, tall windows catch the light, and the rooms stretch farther than one man could ever need. Jeff had never married, never filled those spaces with children or family. The house stands as both inheritance and burden—grand in its bones, but hollow in its silence.

Yet, for all its beauty, the real miracle isn’t in the house. It is in the shelter that sits hidden in the backyard. Concrete and steel, dug deep into the earth, it is a fortress disguised beneath the soil. That shelter is worth more than every shining floorboard and column inside the plantation home, because it is the reason any of them were alive.

The shelter was his father’s doing. A man who had served in World War II, who came back carrying more than medals. He brought home the shadows of terrible dreams, the kind that woke him sweating, fists clenched, convinced enemies lurked just beyond the door. The war left him with paranoia, the kind that never loosened its grip. But it also left him with skill. After returning, he built houses—strong, sturdy, practical. As the housing market boomed, his work grew, and he expanded into cabinetmaking and plumbing. Each trade added to his hands, layering skill upon skill, until he could shape wood, steel, and stone into anything he wanted.

The bunker was his father’s answer to the nightmares. While others slept peacefully in their homes, Jeff’s father had dug down into the earth, convinced there would always be another storm, another war, another reason to prepare. Now, long after his death, that paranoia had become providence. The shelter had turned into salvation.

After seeing so many people adding storm shelters for safety from tornadoes, Jeff’s father decided to build them too, turning his skills into another branch of his trade. But when it came time to put one in his own backyard, he built it with more than twisters in mind. For him, storms weren’t the only danger that haunted the horizon. He believed something darker, something larger, could come—war. So, when he designed his own shelter, he built it not just for bad weather, but for survival in the face of mankind’s worst.

The shelter was a fortress hidden beneath the soil. Reinforced steel walls wrapped it tight. There was running water, a feature rare enough for such a space, and two full bedrooms—or three, if you counted the living room floor, which he always did. His father thought ahead to the smallest detail, planning not only for comfort but for necessity, imagining the day when family or strangers might need to sleep shoulder to shoulder just to survive.

But the most incredible piece of the place was the water system. The design was unlike anything Greg—or any of them—had seen before. The faucets didn’t have ordinary handles you lifted to turn the flow on and off. Instead, they were crafted with pump levers, built in the style of the old water pumps from the early nineteen-hundreds. Small handles pressed downward, pulling water up from their well a hundred feet away, each press sending a cold rush through the pipes. Jeff had told them more than once how his father built the system, swearing that running those lines from the bottom of the well to the shelter had been the longest and most grueling part of construction.

And he hadn’t stopped there. In the mid-nineties, with age slowing him but never dulling his persistence, Jeff’s father renovated one of the bedrooms. He cut away a section and transformed it into a bathroom—complete with a toilet and a shower. Both worked on the same pump system as the faucets. The toilet was simple enough, but the shower… the shower was more of a burden. You had to keep pumping as you washed, never letting up, forcing rhythm into every rinse and scrub. Still, no one complained. In the depths of the earth, in times of fear, a shower that required constant effort was far better than having no shower at all.

In the kitchen, even the oven carried its own mark of brilliance. It had a ventilation system, another unique design crafted by Jeff’s father. He had rigged it, so the smoke never lingered, never betrayed them. A vent was built directly into the back of the oven, hidden inside. When the heat rose during cooking, the pressure forced any smoke straight into the vent, carrying it away before it could cloud the room. The pipe ran underground, stretching fifty yards past the shelter before breaking into the wooded area beyond.

Out there, where no one would think to look, the pipe rose up and released the smoke into the air. But his father hadn’t left it vulnerable. Around the exit point, he had placed massive boulders—stones too large for any person to shift by hand. It would take heavy machinery to move them. Their bulk disguised the smoke completely, breaking it up, hiding the source. To anyone passing by, the ground looked natural, untouched. But to those in the shelter, it meant protection. It meant safety.

The refrigerator was another story. It didn’t keep things very cool, not when they only dared to use the power for minutes at a time each day. The hum of electricity was rationed like everything else. On Sundays, though, they bent the rule. The fridge would stay on for six hours, buzzing softly in the corner, working overtime to chill what little they had. During the final half-hour, everyone would gather their bottles of water, pulling them from the shelves cold to the touch, condensation beading on the plastic. For that short stretch, their water wasn’t just drinkable—it was refreshing, a taste of normal life in the middle of a world that had gone wrong.

Every day, the kids would sprawl across the living room floor, the little toys they had scattered in uneven circles, their voices rising in bursts of laughter that filled the bunker with a fragile kind of light. They played as children do, their imaginations shielding them from the heaviness pressing down on the adults. Around them, everyone else sat sunk into the couches, their eyes dull, conversations drifting from one worry to the next. The glow less TV stared back at them, a black mirror reflecting their own tired faces.

They kept waiting, always waiting—hoping that one day it would flicker back to life. Hoping for voices, for news, for anything that could explain what had happened to the world outside their underground walls. Answers felt close enough to taste, yet impossibly out of reach. Every silence, every blank screen, carried the same question: how long can hope last without truth to feed it?

TWO WEEKS EARLIER...

 

Driving down the runway, Greg grips the controls tight as the massive machine roars beneath him. The treads chew the pavement, the vibration rattling through his bones. He comes to a complete stop, the inertia bouncing him against the seatbelt. With a grin, he presses forward again, the tank lurching, accelerating as he maneuvers into the sharp turns marked with bright orange cones. The hulking steel responds to his touch, swinging hard as he cranks it into a 180. Dust and exhaust whip through the air as he straightens out and powers toward the next stage of the course.

The radio crackles to life, Don’s voice breaking through. “How’s the tank feel on the course?”

“Nice and smooth,” Greg replies, unable to hide the smile tugging at his mouth.

This—this right here—is his favorite part of the job. After long hours of repairs, after sweating over bolts, engines, hydraulics, and steel, this is the payoff. He gets to be the one behind the controls, the one to feel the machine breathe again. Greg isn’t just a mechanic; he’s certified to take the tanks out on the course for test drives before they’re shipped back overseas. He’s done everything in them except fire the weapons, and that’s fine with him. That part is off-limits, untouched by his crew—left solely to the military personnel who handle and maintain the arsenal themselves.

When the course is finished, he brings the tank to a halt, the beast shuddering as he powers it down. The metal is warm beneath his palms as he climbs out, dropping back onto solid ground.

Don is already walking up, clipboard in hand. “How did it handle the course?” he asks, his eyes sharp but curious.

“Like it’s ready to win a war,” Greg answers, his voice firm, carrying the kind of certainty born from hours of sweat and skill.

“Good,” Don nods, scribbling something down. “That will be the last one to test. Clock-out time is approaching in about ten minutes.”

“Okay, Don. I hope you have a good weekend,” Greg says, stepping toward the building. The air smells of fuel and metal, the sound of the tank still rumbling in his ears as he heads inside to wrap up the shift. The day is ending, but the satisfaction lingers—the kind only found when you bring something this powerful back to life.

Greg gathers his lunch bag and returns to his desk, the smell of grease and machine oil still clinging to his shirt, marking him as a man who’s spent the day wrestling steel back to life. The garage is where he and his coworkers do the real work—the sweat, the grit, the hands-on labor. But like any government job, there’s just as much red tape as wrench-turning. His desk is stacked with paperwork, forms and reports piled high, waiting for his signature. He glances at them, then lets out a breath. They’ll still be here Monday morning, untouched and unbothered. For now, the weekend has finally arrived, and that alone is enough to ease the weight from his shoulders.

On his computer screen, the background glows with a recent photograph—a family portrait a local photographer had taken. Greg and Lori sit side by side, smiles soft and genuine, while Chris perches in his lap and Lori holds Katie snug against her arms. Behind them is a backdrop of mountains brushed in fading sunlight, the horizon painted in hues of gold and violet. Greg remembers the day of that shoot vividly—how he had tried to talk Lori into skipping the photographer altogether. “We’ve got the Smokies right in our backyard,” he’d argued. “We can drive up there, set the camera on a tripod, and get the same shot without paying an arm and a leg.” But Lori had wanted it done right, professionally captured, a memory framed with polish. In the end, she won that battle, and Greg never regretted it. The picture now glows on his screen, a reminder of the life waiting for him at home.

To the left, standing proudly in a frame on his desk, is a collage of family photos. One of his favorite’s rests near the center—a snapshot from last Christmas. Lori and the kids sit beneath the tree, eyes lit with wonder as they tear open presents. The glow of the string lights frames their faces, the warmth of the season captured in frozen time. Greg’s eyes linger on that picture a moment longer, letting it soften the edges of his day.

Beside him, his coworker Randall shifts in his chair. They’ve worked together for four years, long enough that the space between them feels familiar, their conversations worn into an easy rhythm. Randall glances over, tossing the question casually but with genuine interest.

“So, what are your plans for the weekend?” Randall asks, his voice cutting through the hum of computers and the fading clatter of tools being put away in the garage.

“We’re just going to the playground tonight, then grabbing a bite to eat. After that, we’re just going to hang around the house and relax,” Greg says, his tone light with the comfort of routine. The thought of watching his kids climb across monkey bars and swings before settling into a quiet evening at home fills him with a warmth work can’t give.

Greg had trained Randall himself on how to work the tanks, and over the years their bond had grown strong. They never hung out outside of the depot, never grabbed a beer or spent weekends together, but it didn’t matter. Between the stories they had traded and the daily glimpses into each other’s lives through the pictures taped across their desks, it felt as if they already knew everything about one another and their families.

More than stories or photos, what really tied them together was time. Four years of it—forty-plus hours a week, side by side, day after day. The depot had a way of grinding men down, but it also forged them together. Coworkers sometimes became more like family than blood, and Randall was one of those for Greg.

Randall, tall and lean, was never shy about giving Greg a hard time. He poked at him constantly with little jokes about his belly. Greg wasn’t a heavy man, not really, but his gut had a way of pushing out just over the belt line. It gave him the look of a mini-Santa, and Randall never let him forget it. Greg would roll his eyes, laugh, and fire back a jab of his own, the kind of teasing that carried more affection than insult.

“I think we are going to go and see a movie,” Randall says, his voice carrying the small flicker of excitement that comes with a rare night out. “Her parents have the babies tonight, so we are going to take advantage of it.”

Randall and his wife Janie had their hands full with two little ones. William, two years old and wild as a spark, and Megan, just twelve months, still soft with baby curls. Randall had started at the depot when he was only nineteen, barely grown himself, and six months later he’d married Janie. Four years later, he had grown in ways the work demanded—responsibility, steadiness, the weight of fatherhood—but every so often his youth showed through. In the glint of his grin, in the way he still carried that restless energy. He was a man straddling two worlds—still young but learning every day what it meant to be older than his years.

“Then, after the movies, we may hit a bar or two on the way home,” Randall adds casually, like it’s nothing.

Greg turns his head, eyes locking on him, his attention snapping sharp at those last words. “Bars?” he asks, his brow pulling into a frown, the single word loaded with warning.

“Yeah, the kids will be at her mom’s…” Randall starts, his tone easing, but Greg cuts him off.

“What did I tell you about that, man?” Greg interrupts, his voice firm, like a teacher correcting a student. “You need to grow up and stay out of those places!”

“Every once in a while, won’t hurt, dude!” Randall fires back, frustration edging into his words, trying to laugh it off but failing.

“Dude!” Greg leans forward now, his voice rising with conviction. “You are married with babies at home; you need to move forward with your life. Not in the past partying!”

“My wife will be with me! It’s not like I am going out and leaving her home with the kids,” Randall argues, heat in his voice, his shoulders squaring as he pushes back.

Greg shakes his head, the disappointment plain on his face. This isn’t the first time, and he knows it won’t be the last. He has been trying to work with Randall on this very thing for years now. A year into his job, six months after he got married, Randall had slipped into a rut—nights out drinking that bled into mornings at the depot. Greg remembers the smell of liquor that clung to him, the way he tried to cover it but never could. When it was finally brought up to the plant manager, there had been no hiding. They hit him with a random alcohol test, and he failed it.

That failure had nearly cost him everything. They put him on probation for a year, made it clear in no uncertain terms—one more incident and he’d be out the door, job gone. Randall had stopped drinking for a while, sobered up enough to get steady again. But now Greg can see the signs creeping back in. A drink here, a night out there. Small cracks spreading across the surface. Greg knows how fast it can snowball; how easy it is to slide back into the same old cycle. He can see the path Randall is walking, and it leads to the same cliff’s edge. Losing his job. Losing everything he’s built.

Greg and Randall sit at their desks in silence, the conversation about bars and responsibility left hanging like smoke in the air. Neither one pushes it further. They both know the time is crawling, just waiting for the last few minutes of the shift to pass. The seconds stretch, dragging like weights on a chain. Finally, after ten minutes, Greg stands, clocks out, and blends into the stream of workers pouring toward the lot. The crowd rushes like a tide, each one desperate to get to their car and beat the traffic jam before it locks the roads down tight.

Sliding into his own car, Greg tosses his lunch bag onto the passenger seat with a soft thud. He exhales, shoulders easing with the relief that only a Friday can bring. The week is done. Another one survived. He knows things have slowed at the depot. With the government easing back on the war, the tanks aren’t rolling out as they once did, and the repairs aren’t coming in with the same urgency. At the height of it, he’d been worked to the bone—seven days a week, long hours, tank after tank roaring back to life under his hands. But now, the workload has thinned, and his team barely scrapes together forty hours. It means less overtime, less pay, but Greg doesn’t mind. Not entirely. Because it also means more time with Lori, more evenings with Chris and Katie. More family than work—and that, he knows, is worth something.

“Hey, honey!” Greg says as he drives, his voice lifting as he taps the button on his steering wheel. His car radio, rigged with Bluetooth, fills with Lori’s voice. No headset, no phone pressed to his ear—just the soft comfort of her words woven through the speakers.

“Are you and the kids at the park?”

“We are here waiting on you,” Lori assures him, her voice warm and steady.

“I have just left work; I’ll be there as soon as I can get through this traffic,” Greg replies, smiling to himself. He says goodbye, ends the call, and flicks the music back on. The steady hum fills the cab as he presses forward into the flow of cars.

Driving through town always takes the longest. Living in a tourist town has its perks, but for Greg it mostly means setbacks. He grits his teeth as cars slam on their brakes in front of him, tourists making sharp “stop-on-a-dime” turns the moment they catch sight of the famous pancake house. Every summer it’s the same scene—out-of-towners swerving without warning, desperate to sample what they’ll brag about back home.

It always amazes him how easily people can be persuaded to spend money. Pancake houses drawing crowds with promises of “world famous” batter, country stores peddling homemade jelly that’s no different from what big brands ship worldwide, barbecue sauces slapped with labels that read authentic Deep South even though most of them came from Japan. The town knew how to bleed a wallet dry and smile while doing it.

And then there was hot rod week. That annual circus when cars from across the Southeast—and even a few from the Northeast—descended on the streets. The roads jammed with muscle cars and gleaming chrome, crowds thick as ants moving shoulder to shoulder down the strip. Parking lots turned into showrooms, engines revving until the air itself vibrated. Greg and his family had long since given up trying to fight the madness. That weekend, they stayed home. Curtains closed, front door shut, no reason to face the chaos.

There is a car show this weekend, but it isn’t the one that brings the largest crowd, hot rod week.
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