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			In the one, there are many.

			Of the many, there is but one.

			Within days there are years

			Until the hours number none.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			Carver Willis sat on the edge of his bed and retrieved his wristwatch from the nightstand. It was a beautiful timepiece, a Rolex Submariner. Pre-owned, but no one else knew that. He’d bought it for himself on the tenth anniversary of hanging out his shingle.

			He fogged the crystal with his breath and cleaned it on the cuff of his starched, white dress shirt. Smiling, he admired the sleek design. It was the epitome of careful craftsmanship, precision, overachievement. There were easier ways to make a watch, but this one was crafted in a way as to despite ease and simplicity. It was elegant because the makers wanted it to be elegant.

			The watch was a symbol of his success. Some people hated lawyers like him. Ambulance chaser, they called him. He didn’t care. He’d been making over six figures a year for a long time now. That put him in some lofty company in a piss-ant suburb like Druid Hills.

			His office was a twenty-minute drive away in Souls Harbor, but it wasn’t a bad commute. Having inherited his parents’ home after his mother died and his father moved into assisted living, it made financial sense to stay. No sense in paying the higher property taxes if he could avoid it. Besides, County Road 14, running along the western bank of the Black Warrior River, was a scenic drive and a good way to wind down after work.

			A body in the bed behind him stirred, pulling his attention from the watch. He looked over his shoulder at the form beneath the covers and smiled. Long blonde hair spilled onto the pillow next to his. Belinda Marcum was no supermodel, but she was attractive in her own way. She had a great body and took care of herself. She also never pressured him to take their relationship to the “next level,” and for that, he was thankful. He’d tried that once before, and it didn’t work out well.

			He put his hand on the blanket covering her hip. “Don’t sleep too late,” he said. “I’ll be leaving in about—” he looked at the watch in his hand, “—forty-five minutes.”

			Belinda moaned, and a long, slender arm slipped from beneath the covers, finding his hand. “Can’t I stay? I’m off today.”

			“You know the answer, so why even ask?”

			She grunted in protest as she rolled over to face him. “C’mon. We’ve been dating for months. Don’t you trust me? It’s not like I’m going to steal the candlesticks or anything.”

			Carver looked at her. Frustration rose in his chest. He wouldn’t call what they did “dating”. Once or twice a week, she’d come over, they’d drink enough to loosen her inhibitions, and they’d screw until he was done. To him, letting her sleep over was only a concession to get her to stay so late.

			“Fine,” she said, conceding to his stare. Her hand moved from his and slid toward his crotch. “You could stay in bed with me. You never know what might happen.”

			Carver smiled again as he removed her hand from his black slacks. “After last night, you’d need a hot shower,” he said with an impish grin. “Besides, I’ve got a lot of clients to see today.” He stood and smoothed the front of his shirt. “A little cooperation would be nice, you know.” He turned and left the bedroom without looking back.

			───

			Carver flipped the switch, and a decorative fluorescent light flickered to life, illuminating the kitchen he’d remodeled after his parents’ departure. Crossing the room to a deep, rich oak table, he hung his suit coat on the back of a chair. He switched on the pre-loaded coffee pot before going to the fridge. He removed two eggs from the door and went back to the stove. The sleek gas burners replaced the spiral electric ones his mother had cooked so many meals on. He didn’t use them as much as she used hers, but he had them when he needed them. His mother had fed a family of three on the old meadow gold-colored appliance. He had no such aspirations.

			

			Most things in his life, including the woman upstairs in his bed, served one of two purposes. One was to be there when he wanted them. The other was to help him make money. Appearances were important in his business. Sometimes, they were all that mattered.

			Carver Willis fried his eggs over medium while he waited for the toast to pop up. When it did, he carefully scooped the eggs up and made a sandwich, breaking the yolks with the edge of his spatula. He enjoyed his sandwich and cup of black coffee over the sink, careful not to stain his shirt.

			While he chewed, his eyes washed over the counter and into the living room. The old Ponderosa pine and dark shag carpet of his youth had given way to a modern design. A black leather sofa anchored the space while a small fireplace with new gas logs sat dark in the corner. His eyes roved over the sleek lines of the glass and black metal coffee table. He liked clean edges. They set boundaries. This is where one thing stopped, and another began. Boundaries were important. Boundaries were everything.

			His eyes lifted to the ceiling as the sound of footsteps filtered down from the upstairs bedroom. Belinda was up. Good. She only had—he looked at his watch—fifteen minutes. He closed his eyes and sighed. She’d better not make him late. Again.

			───

			“Okay. Okay. Good lord, Carver,” Belinda complained as he hurried her toward the door leading to the garage. “Why do you worry so much about being late? You’re the freaking boss for crying out loud.”

			“I am the one who sets the standard, Belinda. If I drag in whenever I want, so will everyone else. I’ve explained that a hundred times.” He opened the door and waved her out.

			“You know, sometimes you can be a real jerk.”

			“You’ve said that before. You know how things are. You didn’t have to come over, you know.” Carver followed her into the garage, where a ten-year-old Honda Accord awaited her. Her car was next to his black Mercedes, half the age of her car.

			“Maybe next time I won’t,” she said defiantly as she opened the driver’s side door to her car and tossed an overnight bag in. “You ever consider that?”

			Carver looked at her blankly. “Then I suppose I’d spend the night alone, and I wouldn’t be late the next day.”

			“Asshole,” she shot as she slid in behind the wheel and started the car. “Have a great friggin’ day.”

			Carver hit the button to open both garage doors with one hand and looked at the watch on his other. “You too.” He watched her back out, then strode to his Mercedes.

			He was almost ten minutes late. If traffic wasn’t bad on the highway, he could make most of that up. The road had several tight turns, but the horsepower of the Mercedes would let him get around any slowpokes with ease.

			Getting in, he started the car. The engine roared to life, igniting the instrument panel before him. He revved the engine slightly, enjoying the power at his beck and call. “Damn,” he said with an impish grin. “I do love this car.”

			Backing out of the garage, he pointed the car north and started out of the neighborhood. Resisting the urge to call the car’s power into play, he moved patiently between the rows of houses.

			Most of the homes were mid-century modern. Still owned by their original occupants, many of them hadn’t been renovated and thus clung to their original look. A few had, however, giving him hope that in the next few years, the neighborhood would undergo a positive transformation.

			As he drew even with a split-level ranch, the front door opened. He watched the elderly woman remove the large wooden four-leaf clover from a hook on the door. She wasn’t wasting much time getting past yesterday’s holiday. Dressed in a gray housecoat, she spared him a cursory nod as she tucked the oversized clover beneath one scrawny arm and closed the door with the other.

			Carver vaguely remembered her from his youth. Maybe his parents played cards with her and her husband. Her name was Carrol something. Or was it something Carrol?

			───

			

			When he reached County Road 14, he spared a glance over his left shoulder and pulled out. His foot sank on the gas pedal, and the car accelerated quickly.

			It was a beautiful spring day. Crisp and cool. The sun was out. The road was dry. He’d easily be able to make up for the time lost to Belinda’s laziness.

			His fingertip pressed the first button of the preset radio channels, and a deep soothing voice filled the car. Brian Sandel would give him all the latest news as he sped toward work.

			Tall pines passed quickly on the right side of the car. In the breaks between them, his eyes darted to the river beyond. The water was up slightly due to last week’s heavy rain. Amid the debris dislodged from feeder streams, a white jug floated gently on the current.

			His eyes narrowed as he looked at it, finding it odd though he didn’t know why. As a kid, he’d seen men use them as floats for night fishing. He was still wondering if the jug had a catfish on it as he turned back to the road.

			“Dammit,” Carver growled. He slowed quickly, watching the brake lights of the battered pick-up truck ahead of him come on. The Mercedes purred beneath him, awaiting its time to leap forward and pass.

			Carver followed the man through an ‘S’ curve, inching closer to the rear bumper of the truck while he complained under his breath. “Who even drives fifty miles an hour?”

			Coming out of the curve, he moved over slightly, allowing him a view of the road before them. Finding it clear, his foot slammed on the accelerator. The engine roared to life and moved the car into the oncoming lane. As he sped past the truck, he stole a glance at the driver.

			He was an older man, probably in his early seventies. Gray stubble clung to his sunken cheeks. He turned and looked back at Carver. The scowl on his face relayed the fact that he wasn’t happy.

			Moving past the truck, Carver rolled his eyes and slid into the lane in front of him. “The Old Guy,” as he’d named the driver, was a regular on the road. The man’s schedule was slightly behind his own because he only saw him on days when Belinda made him late. Carver had passed him many times at various spots along the road, and neither time did the man look happy about it.

			He’s just jealous and resentful, Carver thought. The guy had probably spent his whole adult life at the same insipid job, toiling through some unskilled day only to return home to a grumpy-assed wife who licked Cheetos dust from her fingers and griped at him all evening. Old fucker.

			───

			Carver slowed at the intersection of County Road 14 and U.S. Highway 11. At the stop sign ahead, he’d turn right and be at the office in under five minutes. Unfortunately, he was five cars back.

			He sighed, cursing Belinda again for making him late. When he was on time, there were never more than one or two cars ahead of him. Every one of these people was probably a slowpoke.

			To make matters worse, traffic on the highway was thicker than normal. He pursed his lips, shaking his head resentfully as he watched the steady line of vehicles move past the intersection.

			Taking the opportunity, Carver checked his hair in the rearview mirror. Dark brown and neatly parted from left to right, nothing was out of place. He leaned forward and tilted his head back, inspecting his nostrils to make sure he didn’t have any “bats in the cave”. All clear, he settled into his seat for the wait.

			Drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, he listened as Brian Sandel talked about a pending economic crisis. It didn’t worry him much. He didn’t have a ton of money in stocks. Most of his money was in secure markets, a lesson learned from his ultra-conservative father.

			As a young man, he’d thought his father a fool for not taking more risks to earn greater returns. Now, as an adult, he was more prudent. It was his own money now, and the old man had started to make more sense.

			Don’t let other people gamble with your money, son.

			Carver inched forward again as another car made it onto the highway. The blue sedan in front of him was leaving more space between it and the preceding car than he liked, but his crowding didn’t seem to be helping.

			

			Movement in his rearview mirror caught his attention, and Carver looked up. The beat-up truck had caught up with him and was rolling to a stop just behind his Mercedes. Damn, he thought. The guy was probably drawing some satisfaction knowing that Carver’s fancy car hadn’t gotten him any further along the road than his old truck had.

			Anger rose in Carver’s chest. Traffic sucked. He hated the stupidity of it and the waste of his time, but more than anything, he hated the fact that it was often the great equalizer. He inched closer to the blue sedan in front of him. When the sedan inched forward, he closed the gap.

			His eyes watched the steady stream of traffic. A white sedan. A blue truck, another white car. Two SUVs, each a different shade of gray. His shoulders drooped, and he closed his eyes, trying to stay calm by telling himself there was nothing he could do about his place in line.

			He reminded himself that he had plenty of time. Despite his complaints to Belinda, he wouldn’t be late. Even with traffic, he’d just be less early than he liked. He sighed, a pang of guilt washing over him for the way he’d treated her this morning. One of these days, she was going to get sick of his shit and leave for good.

			A short beep from behind opened his eyes. The first thing he saw was that the car in front of him had gone, leaving him short of the stop sign. The second thing was the man in the pick-up behind him, tossing his hands into the air impatiently. Carver snarled into his rearview mirror and rolled up to the intersection.

			A quick look over his left shoulder told him he’d have time to go if he hurried. He barely stopped rolling before his foot was pressing on the accelerator again. The Mercedes leaped forward, and he was on the highway. A black SUV braked hard behind him, offering the blast of a horn as a rebuke. Carver barely noticed. He was on a mission. Every car he passed would gain him time.

			───

			The bridge crossing the Black Warrior River split on the eastern side. The eastbound traffic adjoined a flyover that bent to Carver’s right, then back left in a long, sweeping turn. The flyovers, extending well past the banks of the river, spared traffic the chore of slogging through a low-end residential neighborhood near the river.

			The bridge delivered traffic into the town of Souls Harbor from the west. He lifted his foot only slightly as the Mercedes descended the curve, his eyes looking ahead to see if the light was green. The fact that he’d managed to pass three people had only lifted his spirits slightly.

			The main thoroughfare through town fanned out to four lanes after the bridge, thinning traffic. If he made the first light, he could make all of them until he had to turn. That would save him even more time.

			The light was turning yellow as he made the bottom of the hill, but he stomped the gas. His car roared through the intersection just as the signal turned red. He’d made it. Looking in his rearview mirror with a smile, he watched the slowpokes come to a stop at the light. Serves you right, he thought.

			His eyes came back to the road just as the traffic light ahead turned yellow. The brake lights of a crème-colored Impala, probably built in the late seventies, flashed in front of him came on. He darted into the left lane and again pressed the accelerator. He made the second light before it turned red. Barely.

			Downtown Souls Harbor was a mix of old-school charm and new buildings that were constructed to match the aesthetic. One of the older buildings, a three-story brick structure painted dark green and edged in white, lumbered in the middle of the block. In its day, it had been office buildings with a bar on the bottom floor. Now, however, it had been vacant for at least ten years, and it showed.

			In front of the building, a wide set of concrete steps led to the sidewalk, breaking up the rows of windows. Beside the steps, a man leaned against the chipped paint of the bricks. He had a cigarette clutched between the pointer and middle fingers of his right hand, which hung by his side. A thin tendril of smoke rose lazily from the ember. The man wore a suit that fit him well, charcoal gray with a burgundy shirt. His tie was dark, with a design that matched the color of his shirt.

			As Carver drew even with him, the man puckered his lips and blew a plume of smoke in his direction. Behind the smoke, he grinned, and he threw Carver a quick wink.

			Carver spared a look over his shoulder as he passed the man, discovering him watching intently. A shudder ran down Carver’s spine as he turned back to the traffic in front of him. Unnerved by the strange feeling that he knew the man but didn’t want to, he’d slowed down and was in danger of not making the next light.

			He grunted and changed lanes. Finding an opening, then throttled up the Mercedes’ engine. The light turned red before he reached it, but he was too close to stop. In the back of his mind, he thought about the fact that people were usually slow off the light. He should clear the intersection before the cross traffic caught him.

			He entered the intersection at the same time as a silver car. His eyes widened, and he drew in a sharp breath. His foot moved to the brake, but it was too late. Carver gripped the steering wheel, his body tensing. “Son of a—” was all he had time to say before everything went black.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Two slender arms wrapped around Benjamin Howard’s neck from behind as he sat shirtless at the kitchen table. He was making his way through his third cup of coffee and contemplating his future, something he’d done too much of lately.

			“You’re up early.”

			“Hmm,” he said, a hand coming up to caress the arm laying across his chest. “Got that job interview today. Eight o’clock.”

			“The one with the construction company?” Angie Howard, his wife of seven years, slid her hands across his smooth chest as she rose from Bennie’s back. “Dad says that’s a big outfit,” she told him, moving toward the coffee pot. “They’re always needing help.”

			“Yeah,” Benny said with a quiet sigh. Construction wasn’t his first choice, but nobody else wanted a middle-aged, failed rock guitarist.

			When his band, Midnight Blue, broke up, he spent the next few months trying to piece it back together. After that, he played solo gigs around town when he could get them, but he was no singer. Not a lead anyway. He played guitar and sang backup. That was his thing. They were the only skills that he had, and right now there wasn’t a market for either.

			After months of surviving on Angie’s income as an X-ray tech, things were getting lean. Subconsciously, he’d come to the decision before she’d sat him down and had the talk with him. Angie was a loving, supportive wife, but she was also a realist. She paid the bills every month. She didn’t have the option of pretending that they weren’t in dire straits like him. Still, he knew.

			Six months after the band’s break-up, they were into their savings. Not that they ever had much to begin with. A month after that, off-brand foods started showing up in the pantry. Happy Hills sweet corn replaced Delmonte. Crème Delights replaced the Oreos. One by one, they disappeared until everything on the shelves was different. Lesser. Cheaper. A few months after that, the snacks went away altogether. Angie said she was on a diet and didn’t want the temptation, but he knew she was sparing him further shame.

			It was raining the night of “the talk,” as he came to think of it. He’d returned late from a gig with fifty bucks in his pocket. It wasn’t much, but it was something. Tonight, he wouldn’t feel like as much of a loser. He was contributing something.

			She was still in the compulsory pale green scrubs that her department wore. She had worked a double shift. They could use the extra cash. There was rent, the light bill. Their phones. Gas wasn’t getting any cheaper, you know.

			“I know you’re trying. I really do.”

			The look on her face told him it hurt her to ask him to give up on his dream. It said that she knew he was talented, but also that they were circling the drain. She took his hands in hers. Her fingertips found the callous on his right thumb, the one he sometimes used to strum. It was the callous he’d worn on it playing “Angie” by the Rolling Stones over and over one night when they were dating. They drank whiskey and Coke, and he sat on the trunk of her car and played all night for her.

			“But we really need some more money coming in. Things are bad, Bennie. I can’t do it by myself anymore. It’s just for a little while. Until we get things caught back up.”

			The pain in his chest was like a stab wound. Losing the band had hurt. Not being able to find steady work had hurt. But the single tear that escaped her blue eye and rolled down her cheek had nearly killed him.

			He went out the next morning and started looking for a “real job”. Of course, he didn’t have any real skills outside of the music industry. After a week of rejections, he cut his hair to shoulder length, hoping a change in appearance might make him more hirable. Six inches of his life fell to the bathroom floor at Angie’s feet.

			When she allowed him to look in the mirror, he feigned an appreciation for it. Said it was much cooler on his neck, that it would be easier to keep up now. Inside, though, he was dying. Cutting his hair was more symbolic than anything else. If he got a call tomorrow, he could pick up with just about anybody, and his hair wouldn’t make a difference. One call from one band was all he needed. That’s all it would take. One break and he’d be on top. But he knew the call wouldn’t come.

			When she left him alone to clean up his hair, he knelt and pushed it into a pile with his fingertips. Gently. Shaking his head, he looked at it. It was over. He’d never be famous. He’d never get to play before a packed house of adoring fans. Now he was just another former guitar player.

			The loose hair slipped over his fingertips and into the toilet. He stared at it, watching it float on the water. A hand found the lever and flushed it. His eyes followed the sandy brown strands as they circled the drain, like their finances.

			The hair clumped together as it neared the drain, then disappeared in one gurgling heap. They were gone.

			When the water level began to rise in the bowl, his eyes grew wide. “No, no, no,” he begged, watching the level grow higher. He jiggled the handle, but the water kept rising in the bowl. “Shit. Angie!”

			She appeared in the doorway, flour-covered hands raised in front of her like a surgeon. “What?” Her eyes followed his to the toilet, and she gasped. “What did you do?”

			“I flushed it,” Bennie said, panic rising in his voice.

			“Grab the plunger,” she said, grabbing a towel to clean her hands. “Hurry before it overflows.”

			Benny grabbed the plunger, shoving it into the bowl. He pushed it into the drain and began working it up and down, stopping every few strokes to see if it worked. The water was near the rim when the clog finally gave way.

			“Jesus,” he said, falling against the wall. “Talk about adding insult to injury.”

			“Aw,” Angie said. Her shoulders dropped and her head fell to one side. “I thought you said you liked it shorter.”

			“I do,” he lied, forcing a smile. He pushed a hand through his hair. “It’ll just take some getting used to.”

			“Well,” she bent forward and kissed his lips. “I’d think you were the best-looking guy in the room even if you were bald.”

			Benny smiled. “Let’s not go that far, but thanks.” He slipped his arms around her waist. “I love you.”

			“I love you too,” she said, hugging him. Pulling away, she draped the towel over his shoulder. She grinned, shaking her head. “Just toss the rest in the trash when you sweep up, okay?”

			───

			“Everything okay?” Angie asked, a curious look on her face as she joined him at the table with her own cup of coffee.

			“Uh, yeah. Just thinking.”

			“Thinking? You have been up a while.” She sipped from her cup and moaned. “I can barely think ‘till I’m at least a half cup in.”

			Bennie smiled, but it was half-hearted, drawing a quizzical look from his wife.

			“Are you nervous about the interview?”

			Bennie shrugged. “I guess. A little. I don’t know.”

			She extended a hand, putting it on his arm. “I know it’s not what you want, sweetie. I really do. And I appreciate the hell out of you for doing this.” When his response came in the form of another shrug, she continued. “Maybe it’ll just be temporary. For the summer, you know. We’ll save up, and in the fall you can look again. Maybe you’ll get a call, catch on with someone big.”

			“That’s doubtful,” he said.

			

			“Oh sweetie, don’t let this get you down. It’ll get better. I promise.”

			“Wouldn’t it have to?” he asked, unable to look at her. His thumb ran up and down the handle of his cup. “Thank you for not giving me hell about all this.”

			“About what?”

			“About being such a loser.”

			“Benjamin Howard, you are not a loser. I know that for a fact because I’m awesome and I’d never be married to a loser.” Angie laughed, shaking his arm. “C’mon. It’s a new day. Who knows, today might be the best day ever.”

			“Maybe so,” he said. It was doubtful, but he didn’t want to ruin her mood. “I gotta meet this dude at eight.”

			“That’s fine. You can drop me off just before seven, and you’ll have plenty of time to make it across town.” She drank from her coffee and stood. “Now, what do you want for breakfast? I’m going to send my man off with a full belly for his first day on the job.”

			“I haven’t even interviewed yet.”

			“It doesn’t matter. I got a good feeling. How can they not love you?”

			“Because I don’t know my butt from a hole in the ground when it comes to construction?”

			“You’ve done plenty of things around here. Did you put that on your resume?”

			“There wasn’t a line on the application for hanging shelves and changing light bulbs, Ang.”

			“Doesn’t matter,” she said as she retrieved pans from the cupboard. She pointed a skillet at him, “You’ll get the job. You’re a hard worker and a good man. Surely, they’ll see that right off the bat.”

			Bennie sighed and sipped his coffee, hoping that they would. Being rejected for paying gigs was one thing; being rejected for a minimum wage job might be more than he could take.

			───

			“This is good.”

			Bennie pulled his wife’s silver Toyota Camry to the curb near the back entrance of Souls Harbor General. “Love you, babe.”

			“Love you too.” Angie leaned over, accepting his kiss as she gathered her things. “Good luck today.” She held up two crossed fingers on one hand while she opened the door with her other. “You got this.”

			Bennie smiled, watching her get out of the car. “Thanks, babe. Hope you have a good day.”

			“Bennie,” she said, bending to look back into the car. “I do love you, and I do appreciate everything you do for me. For us.”

			Bennie smiled. “Right back at you, babe. Right back at you.”

			Angie stabbed a finger at him. “You got this.”

			Bennie opened his mouth to respond, but she slammed the door and grabbed her security badge as she headed for the sliding doors to the hospital.

			He sighed and picked up his phone. Angie had loaded the address of the construction office in the navigation app on his phone; now all he had to do was follow the blue line. The office was across town in the industrial park. He didn’t even know what an industrial park was or that they had one.

			As he pulled away from the curb, his mind conjured images of metal buildings with high smokestacks billowing clouds of black soot into the air, and he groaned. The image in his head was more fitting in a Pink Floyd video than in Souls Harbor, Alabama. Hell, he thought. Maybe it’s right, though. The only thing he knew for sure was that he didn’t have a clue.

			Rolling slowly through the parking lot, Bennie switched on the radio. He was instantly met by a sappy pop song on the channel Angie loved. He fingered his way through the channels until he landed on one that he liked, catching the middle of “I’ve got a feeling” from the Black-Eyed Peas. It was a little too “Pop” for the band to play, but Angie loved it, and he liked the beat. 

			“Cool,” he said, his fingers strumming the steering wheel, following along on the guitar chords. He had plenty of time to get across town, even with rush hour traffic building. He decided to take his time, find the place, then chill in the car until his appointment. He’d take the time to psyche himself up so that he could hide his disappointment. If he got the job, he’d bring home just under three hundred bucks a week, after taxes. It wasn’t a lot, but anything would help.

			Leaving the hospital campus, he turned onto an already crowded feeder road. He moaned, shaking his head, baffled by the sheer number of cars on the road. He hadn’t seen early morning traffic in years. His days consisted of sleeping late, getting up, and slowly preparing himself for whatever gig they had that night. 

			While waiting at the traffic light, he decided that he’d play his guitar tonight. He needed to keep his fingers loose, just in case. But even if nobody ever called, he enjoyed playing and hadn’t done enough of it lately. He’d take this crummy job if they offered, but he wouldn’t like it. He owed it to Angie to pull his own weight with the bills. He’d hammer and nail or carry wood or whatever they told him to, but he’d never quit playing. He’d rather die first.

			Bennie settled into the seat, moving his head to the rhythm of the music, though his thoughts were far away. Maybe things wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe this respite from playing gigs would give him a new appreciation for the life he had and a new hunger to get it back. He might even finish some of the original songs he’d been working on.

			───

			Bennie picked up his phone from the passenger seat and stared at the blue navigation line in disbelief. He still had a couple of miles to go, and time was coming up against him. He’d made it through most of town without much delay, but utility work downtown had bottlenecked traffic.

			Before him, cars jostled for position, inching forward at an agonizingly slow pace. Somewhere behind him and to the left, a horn beeped as one of the many impatient drivers spoke up. He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Pushing a hand through his hair, he looked around.

			The passenger in a white Yukon, a woman with blond hair who looked to be in her mid-thirties, was looking at him. When she caught his eye, she offered a quick smile, then turned away. Bennie chuckled, shaking his head. He’d never had a problem with the ladies. Every night, after their show, he could have had his pick, but always declined. Angie was his girl, plain and simple.

			When the Yukon moved forward, he noticed her watching him in the side mirror. He wiggled his fingers above the steering wheel and gave her a head nod. She wasn’t unattractive, which left him wondering about the male driver. Was the guy her husband? A boyfriend? Maybe they just carpooled.

			With the distraction of the woman moving ever so slowly forward while he sat still, Bennie looked at his phone again. The tiny triangle on the blue line was in the same place it had been for the last ten minutes. He was trapped in the middle of the block with five cars ahead of him waiting to merge. He sighed and dropped the phone back onto the seat.

			“C’mon,” he groaned in a loud whisper. Who thought utility work in the middle of town during rush hour was a good idea?

			Ahead of him, the cars in his lane began to move. Bennie sat up in his seat, revived by the sight of workmen now collecting on the sidewalk. As he rolled up, he saw four men wrestling an odd-looking machine over the curb. Long wires that might have been fiberoptic cables stuck out of the end facing him.

			He had no idea what the colors of the cables meant, but it seemed important that the workers keep them in order. The man in the white hat was pointing to the five cables with enthusiasm and shouting at the men beside the machine. There were three green wires, a silver one, and a black one.

			As he drew closer, everything slowed. One of the workers turned and stared directly at him. He was of average height and thinly built. Blonde hair hung from beneath the grimy orange hard hat on his head, landing between the shoulders of the dingy white t-shirt he wore. A cigarette dangled limply from the corner of his mouth.

			His eyes met Bennie’s, and he nodded, offering a crooked smile. Rolling past the man, Bennie couldn’t escape the feeling that he knew the guy from somewhere. There was a familiarity to him, but when the worker gave him a wink, a chill ran down his spine.

			The honk of an impatient driver behind him yanked Bennie from his malaise. He shook his head and moved up, quickly closing the gap on the car in front of him. The red sedan scurried across the intersection, but the light caught Benny.

			As soon as he stopped, his eyes darted to the passenger side mirror. The man was still standing on the sidewalk, his chore left to the other workers. His eyes were locked on Bennie’s car. On him. The man’s gaze had a weight to it that Bennie could feel in his chest. It was as if the man knew a secret that was about to be revealed.

			Unsettled, Bennie looked away. The road in front of him was the main thoroughfare in town. Four lanes of traffic passed quickly. Each car made a “shoop” sound as it passed, the wind buffeting Angie’s Camry ever so slightly.

			Disoriented, Bennie shook his head. The world in front of him was progressing at normal speed, but the world around him was still in slow motion. 

			His hand retrieved the phone, and he checked his progress. The marker representing his car hadn’t moved much, but his eyes were drawn to the blue line he’d been following. It progressed forward from his position only slightly and ended suddenly.

			Bennie looked up, his jaw hanging open. He estimated that the end of the blue line would put him directly in the middle of the intersection.

			He grunted in frustration and shook his phone. “Piece of junk,” he whispered to the empty car. “Great.” He dropped the phone back onto the seat with a sigh and shook his head.

			Though he didn’t want them to, his eyes went back to the mirror. The man was still standing where he’d been, but now had one hand in the pocket of his jeans. The other rose to the cigarette clenched in his lips. Pinching it between his fingers, he took a deep drag before withdrawing it. The paper on the butt stuck to his dry lip, tugging at it gently.

			The stranger puckered his lips, creating lines in the pale skin. A plume of smoke erupted from his lips, aimed straight at Bennie. Then, he thumped the butt right at his car.

			Bennie’s head jerked around just as the light was changing from red to green. Eager to be rid of the peculiar stranger, he stomped the gas pedal. Angie’s Camry responded immediately, propelling him into the intersection.

			There was a flash of movement, black like a shadow, then the unmistakable sound of squealing tires. Bennie looked to his left, but the window was full of a shiny chrome grill. The morning sun glinted off the steel. His body tensed. “Sh—” was all he had time to get out before a dark silence enveloped him.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Carver Willis stood from the bed and stretched his back while he yawned. He turned back and looked at the woman sleeping on the pillow next to his. The hint of a smile came to his lips. He didn’t allow her to stay over a lot, especially during the week, but she’d been very appreciative of the gesture.

			“Hey, sleepyhead. Wake up. You know I hate to be late.”

			A mumbled reply escaped the covers.

			“Don’t make me late again, Belinda. I’m serious. C’mon. Get up.”

			Another mumbled reply, louder this time in protest.

			Turning from the bed, he rubbed the sleep from his eyes with a fist as he headed for the bathroom. He showered every morning, but after last night, he felt like he needed a long one. He wasn’t getting any younger, and as he drew closer to fifty, his body and his doctor were both telling him to slow down. Of course, he refused to listen.

			Nobody told Carver Willis what to do.

			In the bathroom, he turned on the shower and went to the toilet. Leaning in with one hand on the wall, he relieved himself. “Belinda,” he called through the open door. He didn’t expect a reply and didn’t get one. He rolled his eyes and got into the shower.
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