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Chapter 1: New Ground






Roy Garland drove a two-year-old Ford that was always clean and smelled like pine from the air freshener he clipped to the dashboard every Monday. That scent mattered to him. It showed Roy cared about the details, and it was those details—the shine on his shoes, the sharp crease in his trousers, the firm handshake that was confident but not aggressive—that kept his commission numbers higher than anyone else’s in the regional office. The company posted the monthly rankings on a board by the breakroom door. Roy’s name had been at the top for eleven of the last fourteen months. He didn’t act like someone who cared about rankings. He acted exactly like someone who did.

It was 7:45 on a Tuesday morning in late September when Roy left the highway. The sun was just rising above the trees to the east. Dew still covered the strip of weedy grass along the road. The road was muddy—firm enough in the middle to drive on, but soft at the edges. No sidewalks, few overhead street lights, and lots of lawns that looked like they needed to be cared for in front of freshly constructed small homes. He drove slowly. Not out of caution, but with purpose. The way you drive when you’re studying the land and want to understand it. Actually, if anyone were to ask, Roy would say he was hunting. No, not wild animals but prospects. 

He checked the mailbox numbers as he drove. Some posts were missing, so the mailboxes sat in the mud, waiting to be put up. All the houses looked the same: white aluminum siding, two front windows, and a plain concrete stoop with no railing. A few had storm doors that didn’t match the rest. One had a child’s bicycle leaning against the wall. Another had a folding card table on the stoop for no reason Roy could see. Most of the houses just sat there, new and identical, lined up on bare ground like objects waiting to be given meaning. It was an age of real estate development and prime for those who knew how to hunt. 

The development didn’t have an official name yet. The sales office at the model home called it Sunrise Estates, but few who would live in those houses would get to see the sunrise because it was hidden by overgrown trees and worn-down old houses. The concrete workers called it the Mudhole. Roy called it what he always called new developments: the Territory. Yes, it was the territory and it was his for the taking; he had every intention of taking as much as he possibly could. 

He had twenty-three names on his lead sheet. The paper was folded and tucked into his breast pocket, close enough that he could feel it when he breathed. He'd paid Donnie Frick forty dollars for that list. Donnie worked at the electric company and wrote down names and addresses whenever he connected meters in new housing tracts—young families, new mortgages, both the husband’s and wife’s names, plus the number of meters running, which showed how many people lived there and gave a rough idea of what they could afford. Roy had been buying lists from Donnie for a year, paying forty dollars two or three times each season. In that time, those lists had earned Roy more than twenty-two hundred dollars after commissions. He saw it as his best investment.

He parked at the far end of the block and sat for a moment with the window down. The air smelled of mud, new lumber, and someone’s breakfast—eggs and toast—carried on the still morning. A dog barked behind one of the houses, the kind of bark that meant something had moved in the yard. Two houses down, a woman in a housecoat opened a screen door, shook a dust mop over the porch without looking up, and went back inside. The door latched. The block was quiet again except for the dog.

Roy unfolded the lead sheet on the steering wheel carefully studied it to properly devise his method of attack and how to approach the houses on which he had lead information. 








