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Chapter One
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A sound of thunder woke Scott Carter from his sleep. On any given morning he would hear the ring of his phone as it buzzed in alarm. His room was dark. Outside the world was growing darker. lightning provided a glimpse of his small apartment loft. His bed was warm, having shared it that night with his girlfriend Daphne. Her arm draped across his waist as he gently broke away from her comfort. Her blonde hair broke the darkness of the night as she remained dormant. Thunder rumbled outside as Scott made his way into his tiny bathroom. Still clutching the doorknob, Scott's free hand traced the wall. Ever since he was a kid he did this. Caressing the drywall his fingertips met the light switch. Expectations flat-lined in an instant.

The room remained dark as the sound of ventilation roared to life. Swift as ever, Scott's hand slapped the switch again. Silence. The echo of thunder replaced the static. Scott maneuvered the adjacent switch on the wall. Brightness blinded him. His reflection in the mirror met up with him through blinking blue eyes. His exhausted mirror image caught up with him in a stare. Dark hair fell over his brow. His slender figure hunched over the limited sink. Sleep hung from the corners of his eyes. This stare lasted longer than most would. Scott was humble about his looks, he spent time in the mirror like this giving himself motivation. Work loomed in the distance of his thoughts.

Scott Carter had grown up in a small household in a small Oklahoma town. Graduation from high school had offered him little interest in pursuing further education. Instead he opted out for life living in the city, with his older brother. The two of them worked their way into many jobs. 

Scott found himself growing within the ranks of Paragon Car Wash, owned by Mr. Donald C. Webb. Scott first met Mr. Webb in his early twenties while working for a competitor.

The older man took a liking to Scott, and when the opportunity struck, they both benefited. Going to work for Paragon Car Wash and Mr. Webb meant that Scott could break free from his brother's support. His life began to pick up as Scott was able to get a car and apartment of his own. When Scott was twenty-two years old he moved into Sunset Plaza, settling with a small loft on the third floor. It was quaint and more than enough space for the young man, at five hundred fifty square feet. Sunset plaza got by for sixteen years under the management of The Rodrigues Family. They treated all their tenants as family, and their three boys were no exception. Sunset plaza was their playground, and Scott was someone they enjoyed to have around. Six years and two couches later, Scott has been content with his life.

Lightning danced the silhouette of the bathroom window. Scott did his business and rinsed his hands in a hurry. The early hour meant that he could return to his bed, and to the peace of sleep. Fond memories of adolescence filled his mind as he turned the copper faucet knobs. Memories of his father rescuing him from a stubborn faucet in youth. Scott was too young to understand their function. Something that crossed his mind during nightly breaks like these. His father would walk him back to bed, or sometimes he'd sleep in his parents' room. Rain was now knocking on his window as memory guided Scott back to his bedroom. Daphne's blonde hair still shining through. Warm blankets embraced him as his arm scooped her close. Scott's world faded in the rain, as he drifted back to sleep.

By the time Scott's alarm interrupted his dreams he was alone. Emptiness shared his bed as thoughts took hold of him. Snatching the phone up from the nightstand, Scott wasted no time standing. His morning routine was quick, as work was around the corner. outside the storm kept pace. A knock on Scott’s door interrupted the young man.

Phone in hand, Scott made his way to the door. He peeked through the peephole at an older man standing in the hallway. It was his apartment superintendent, Tiago Rodrigues. Scott opened the door for Tiago.

“Ola! bom dia, Scott" Tiago said in a low voice. He kept his hair short and his mustache pristine on his upper lip. His age was in his eyes, and his forehead had wrinkled from stress. His stature meant he looked up to Scott, but his dominance was intact. Their relationship was always fair, although they had to maintain business.

"Good morning,” Scott replied.

Tiago shifted where he stood. “Scott,” he started. “I need to know when you plan on paying me rent for this month?” He began to dig in his pocket. A small piece of paper now in his hand and extended out for Scott. He unfolded it and recognized his handwriting.

Before Scott could speak Tiago continued, “You signed this paper for me Scott. I didn't ask for it but you signed it at the beginning of the month when you said you didn't have your rent money.” Scott looked away from the paper and met the ready gaze of Tiago. “It's been almost three weeks now," Tiago declared. Scott shifted slightly.

Even in the hallway thunder could be heard. Scott's smile turned into words as he spoke, "I know-I'm sorry." Scott apologized. "Trust me Mr. Rodrigues, I'll have it in a few days," Scott said, folding the paper in his hand. Tiago leaned in, arching an eyebrow and asked, "what is a few days?" 

Scott's phone broke the conversation with the sounds of alarm. He ignored it and slid his phone back inside his pocket. "Friday," Scott sighed, "I'll have rent ready then." Tiago's demeanor was more calm as he cracked a smile. Another alarm chimed in on Scott's phone. He pulled it out to check the screen as Tiago said something unnoticed. There was a weather update going off for Scott to deactivate.

Tiago was growing impatient as Scott slid his phone back inside his pocket. "Sorry," Scott said apologetically. "I'm used to it with three boys at home. Drives their mother nuts." Tiago laughed. The two of them shared a laugh as Scott's mind lingered back to work. His laugh lost its energy. Tiago picked up on this and began to ask the younger man about it. "How is work going, eh? My wife is still thankful you got Javier out of the house." Tiago smirked. Scott returned a smile and nodded. "He's great Mr. Rodrigues," Scott assured him. Tiago nodded in unison.

"I don't want to be rude, but I was actually in the middle of getting ready for work when you came by," Scott confessed. Tiago took a firm stance, still smiling. "My apologies Scott," he said dismissing himself.

After Mr. Rodrigues had left, Scott rushed to get dressed and start his day. He put on his work uniform, a red button up shirt with two patches on it. One patch bore his name and title; Scott Carter, Assistant Manager. The other patch had his company logo, resting on his heart. His khaki pants stained with various soap colors and grime.

Scott ran through the rain and made his way to his car. The interior had a unique smell to it. He is known to his friends as someone who enjoyed smoking marijuana more than most people. Even before his home state and others had legalized the recreational use of the plant. However, Scott's habit was unhealthy. As he would often smoke in his car during work hours and during breaks. He cared for his work and was confident in his own performance and actions. In his mind his actions were justified regardless of the risk it presented him. As Scott started the engine to idle, rain began to fall on his windshield. The radio came on as it always did when the car started up. The news could be heard over the speakers as Scott dug in his pocket to collect his things. He sat his phone in the cup holder of the center console as the woman on the radio described the forecast for the day.

Scott's lighter flicked to life in his hand, as his loaded bowl filled the small interior with its rich aroma. Smoke filled his lungs as a calming state of mind began to wash over him. It's time to hit the road before I'm late, he thought. The reverse lights shined in the rain as he pulled out from a parked position. His mind was on one thing, breakfast. A faint beeping sound came on in his car telling him it was time to get gas. Rock music entertained him as he found his way to a gas station.

He ran inside the store as cold rain pelted him. It was colder than usual for that time of year. Scott's red shirt soaked by the time he got inside the store. The clerk was towards the back, stocking bagged chips and snacks. Scott grabbed a canned coffee energy drink and made his way over to the front counter. The clerk took a minute to notice that Scott was standing there waiting. The young man stood up and removed headphones from his ears as he approached Scott. “Good Morning, bud,” the young man said. Scott was smaller than the man and looked up to him behind the counter. “Can I get you anything else?” the clerk asked as his register beeped at the sound of Scott's coffee scanning.

Scott looked out the front doors of the store. The rain was coming down now. Harder than it had been all morning. He couldn't make out the number for the gas pump he had pulled up to. The clerk, seeing all this had picked up on what was happening and asked, “how much gas would you like?” Scott looked back over to the man who was smiling and Scott replied, “yeah, I guess I'm the only car. Can I get ten dollars on the pump out there?” the clerk hit some buttons on his register. “Will that be all?” He asked. Scott reached for his wallet and asked for two chocolate doughnuts from the counter. The clerk leaned down to grab those as he smiled again. “I gotta say, man, I like your cologne,” the clerk said as he bagged the doughnuts. Scott thought to himself and remembered that he did not apply any cologne that morning. 

He was confused until he remembered his recent smoke. “Thanks, it's natural,” Scott said. He paid the clerk and then braved the cold rain back to his car.

After he finished pumping his gas, Scott opened the trunk of his car. In it, he kept spare clothes for work. The car wash was the type of place where you had to adapt and plan. It was common for Scott's feet to get wet at the beginning of his shift. Scott grabbed a jacket from the trunk and put it over his wet shirt. He had backup shirts at work and didn't want to commit to changing his clothes in a parking lot. The jacket was warm and dry as he got back into his car and fired it up. The sound of the rain on his windshield drowned out the radio as he drove off.

Lightning flashed in the sky as the wind picked up. The lights to the car wash were on, yet the doors to the long tunnel building were closed. His manager was the only one working. Scott cracked the windows of his car to let some of the smell out as he got closer to the parking lot. 

His car bounced over the speed bump in the entrance as Scott made his way across the empty lot. Inside the building, Scott could see that his manager was on the computer at the desk. The same place he had been the day before as Scott went home.

His manager Ben Miller was a nice guy. He was in his early thirties with the same build as Scott. Ben had light blonde hair with a short brown beard. His glasses rested on his nose as he buried all thought and action into his computer. Ben had a particular management style. He would spend all his time passing assignments down to his staff through Scott. This created a lot of distance between him and the crew at Paragon car wash.

“You’re late,” Ben said without looking up from his computer.

Scott sat his canned coffee and doughnuts down and went to the bathroom. “Good morning,” Scott said as he picked out one of his shirts from the rack. After changing into something dry Scott came out to see Ben putting on rain boots. Ben never gets his hands dirty, Scott thought. Ben emptied his pockets and pulled open the door, leading to the car wash tunnel. “Are we doing the pit together?” Scott asked, trying to sound interested. “Yep,” Ben replied without enthusiasm.

The two men stepped out into the car wash tunnel together. It had a certain smell of soap and mold, and the lights gave it a gloomy feeling you can expect on a rainy day. They made their way to the back room. They kept the equipment and tools back there. Each man grabbed a shovel and a bucket. After returning to the tunnel Ben pulled back a grate covering the pit below the track. Scott put on rubber gloves and climbed down into the pit.
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Down in the pit, the smells are worse than you can imagine. A combination of mold and manure that's sat out in the sun. The number of cars that get washed every day depends. Cleaning the pit is a task that doesn't get done unless it's a rainy day. Scott and the crew can't close down the business to get the pit cleaned. It's a job that requires hours of scooping mud and sludge. Thousands of cars may pass through before it ever gets touched.

Scott and Ben worked together for about half an hour before any casual jokes were cracked. They had something of a strained relationship. Ben's approach to management often left more to be desired from Scott. Around the time of the grand opening it became clear to Scott that Ben was not going to fill any mentor roles.

The past two years between them had been a descent into this point that the two of them talked only about work. They kept to themselves otherwise. Ben worked hard, and knew what he was talking about. Instead of working in the tunnel with his employees, He preferred to handle computer work.

Scott's shovel was heavy with mud as he dumped it into his bucket. It was a long process because a five-gallon bucket can fill quickly down there. The pit itself slopes on one side, meeting the ground about four feet under the surface. There is a gap at the bottom of the slope where water flows to keep the pit circulating. Once their bucket was full they would carry it out to the dumpster to empty.

A few hours went by and the two men finished scooping the pit to their liking. Ben climbed out first and helped Scott out. They walked to the dumpster holding their buckets. Scott dumped his mud bucket first as the cold rain continued to pour. The sky was the darkest it had been all day. Ben dumped his bucket out as the wind began to pick up. The lids to the dumpster flew open and the door to the building swung in the wind. “Let's go!” Scott shouted to Ben through pouring rain.

Back inside the two of them took turns changing into dry clothes. Ben went first. Scott couldn't help but find it funny that Ben's clothes always look so much cleaner and fresher. About a year ago Ben had married a lovely young woman named Kelly.

Scott changed his clothes and washed mud from his hands. his arms were black from the dirt. He knew he would not have to work much longer with Ben. Thunder rumbled. The lights in the bathroom flashed. Ben was in the office outside making noise.

Scott's phone chimed with the sound of another flood warning. Ben knocked on the door. "Hey, what sounds good for lunch?" Ben asked.

The door swung open and Scott turned off the light as he stepped out. We never eat lunch together, he thought. Scott looked at Ben for a second and then replied, "lets get Mexican food." Ben nodded and grabbed his keys. "Okay, the weathers not getting better so I'm going to a good place I know," Ben explained. "Javier will be here soon so have him do the windows," Ben closed the door behind himself and ran to his car.

a few minutes later Scott decided he would smoke. He kept a secret stash near the back doors in the equipment room. The spot was at the right angle to stay off camera. The equipment room was loud and smelled fruity thanks to the soaps. Scott was confident it was a good hiding spot. Working with Ben worried him a little bit, but they wouldn't spend much more time together. Scott loaded his little pipe and began to take hits.
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His mind felt more at ease and the smoke rolled out the back door into the pouring rain.

Scott's phone began to ring. Ben was calling. Scott looked around to make sure Ben wasn't watching him. Panic filled his thoughts. Scott sounded nervous as he answered the call, "Hello?" The other end was all background noise between Ben's radio and the sound of rain. "Scott? What are you doing?" Ben asked. He knows, Scott thought.

He put his pipe away as if he was being watched. "I'm in the back room," Scott confessed. "Oh great, could you clean the hydro-minders while you're back there?" Ben demanded. "So anyway, you never said what you want from the restaurant?" Ben asked under the sound of thunder. Relieved, Scott told Ben his order and ended the phone call. He pulled his pipe out and turned around to see Javier standing behind him smiling. "You got any more of that?" The young man asked.
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Chapter Two
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Javier Rodrigues grew up in Sunset Plaza. His father Tiago, took over superintendent duties when Javier was still a young boy. Most of his earliest memories came from Sunset Plaza. His mother and father worked hard to provide for him and his two younger brothers, David and Alvin. When Javier was old enough to pick up a broom or grab a screwdriver his father enlisted his help. During the school year Javier was expected to work with his father on weekends. His mother was a nurse. She spent most of Javier's childhood working long shifts, unable to look after her boys. This duty also fell on Javier's shoulders.

Javier was five years older than his brother David.

David was tall for a fourteen year old, with a skinny figure. His curly long dark hair was always a mess. Then there was Alvin, or Al as his family called him. Al was obsessed with his appearance and impressing girls in his fifth grade class.

Out of the three boys Javier was the most handsome. He had a muscular figure and stood taller than his father. His family always told him how much he took after his mother for her looks. Once he was finished with school, Javier planned to leave home. Life had other plans and he didn’t get to go to college like he wanted. His time working at Paragon car wash with Scott had been good for him. Not only did it provide extra income to help his family, Javier had an escape from Sunset Plaza.

They were nine years apart in age, but Javier always felt like Scott treated him as an adult and equal. Scott would often come into work smelling like smoke. Sometimes late at night Javier could pick up the soothing aroma of marijuana. Most often on nights cool enough to leave the windows open. It wasn't until he worked with Scott that he learned it was coming from his apartment.

Today was a good day for Javier to smoke, after his father spent the morning drinking and rounding up late rent. His only worry was on his brothers getting home from school safe in the bad weather. Javier's car struggled to keep up with the pounding rain as lightning lit his path. His little car parked next to Scott's as he slammed the door, looking down at the ground as the rain blinded his view. Inside, the tunnel was empty. The air stunk worse than usual. He knew that the pit had been cleaned. I bet they have you shovel the back hole, he told himself on his way to the back room. The back hole is what they called the second, smaller pit in the back room. It's a hole big enough for one person, and several buckets of foul sludge.

The back room had a breeze and Javier could hear the sound of rain as if he were outside. The back door was open and he found Scott standing in the off camera spot. Scott turned around startled as he saw Javier. "You got any more of that?" Javier asked with a smirk. He told himself he needed this. "Man! you scared me half to death," Scott quipped.

The timing was perfect as lightning struck outside. Thunder echoed overhead. Javier stared out at the menacing storm. Scott's pipe was now loaded and he extended it out to Javier.

The two of them smoked together and then hid the evidence. Scott used the bathroom to wash his face and his hands. Javier sat in the office chair and checked the next week's schedule. Today was Tuesday and he would not get a day off for another six days. Thanks Ben, He thought. Javier liked Ben, They didn't talk much but he was young and managed a business. Something Javier wanted to work towards. Not to mention Kelly, Ben's wife. It was wrong for Javier to have attraction towards his bosses' wife. Kelly was very active in the car wash community. She helped with events and charities. Her short red hair always fell in her face and Javier longed to be the one to brush it out of her eyes.

Scott came out of the bathroom wearing fresh clothes. As he finished his shirt buttons Ben's headlights appeared in the parking lot. "Okay, Ben's back." Scott pointed out. Javier stood up from the office chair. Ben didn't like it when the employees were in the office and not productive. "Hey so you gotta do the windows today, Ben wanted me to tell you." Scott remembered. Thanks Scott, Javier thought, although he was relieved to have something to do. After all, he had been at work half an hour and all he had done was smoke in the back room. Panic hit him, What if Ben suspects we're high? his mind teased. Javier rushed by Scott and got into the restroom before Ben made it inside the office.

Ben pushed through the office door as Scott sat reading the schedule. "I've never seen rain like this," Ben said shaking his wet hair. The bag of food in his hands had become soggy. "We're going to close early," Ben teased. Scott took the bag of food from his hands. "Oh yeah?" Scott asked in a cheerful tone. 

Outside the sky was completely dark. Rain fell like sand in an hourglass. Scott and Ben's phones interrupted the moment, as alarms blared in unison. Ben looked down at the alarm and his eyes got wide. "Or we could end up being stuck here." Ben sighed. Flash flood warning in effect in your area. Thunderstorms in effect in your area. Wind advisory in your area, Scrolled across their handheld screens.

The bathroom door swung open. Javier came out as if unaware of the tension. "Bathrooms clean." He declared, looking at the two older men. Thunder rumbled in the distant sky. It sounded like it was right on top of them and didn't let up. Lightning flashed outside and the power went out. Their phones lit the small office as ringtones destroyed all silence. Scott and Ben stepped out of the room to answer their phones, leaving Javier alone. He was sitting with his phone out. Group chatting with his brothers.

Javier did what he could to calm the boys down. Their school bus should have dropped them off at home by now. Javier began to worry as David messaged him saying his bus wasn’t there. Al was stuck in the school cafeteria until more buses could arrive. Weather like this was common in the Midwest, but the boys were inexperienced. Scott came back inside from his phone call. Ben was still pacing outside the office. Javier stood up and grabbed his keys. "I gotta go home and get my brothers," he told Scott. The door opened behind them and Ben stepped in. 

The office was dark except for their phone lights. Scott and Ben convinced Javier that it was a bad time to risk the weather. His brothers were keeping him updated, and their father Tiago was home waiting for them.

The storm raged on. They ate the food Ben had picked up, and played music over their phones. An hour passed and both David and Al had made it to Sunset Plaza. Another hour went by as the three men sat in the dark. Visibility was low, and the streets outside were dark and void of traffic. The wind howled as the power flashed to life
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