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CHAPTER ONE

NO VACANCY
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“Nope. Same thing.”

Carol tossed her cellphone into her purse hard enough for the zipper charm to slap against the

leather like a tiny gunshot. The sound cracked through the interior of the SUV and disappeared

beneath the constant hum of tires rolling across interstate pavement.

Peter kept both hands on the steering wheel.

Ten and two.

Always ten and two when he was stressed.

The muscles in his forearms tightened beneath the cuffs of his charcoal pullover, tendons

standing out pale against his skin. He adjusted his grip without realizing he was doing it.

Outside, the highway stretched endlessly forward beneath a bruised violet sky, the last remains

of daylight draining into the Carolina tree line.

The dashboard clock glowed 9:47 PM.

They should have stopped two hours ago.

The in-dash navigation system continued chirping in its pleasant artificial voice, still trying to be

helpful.

“Seven lodging options available within the next twelve miles.”

Peter glanced at the display.

Four had already been marked unavailable.

Three remained.

Carol crossed one long bare leg over the other and leaned her head against the passenger

window dramatically. Even in the dim cabin lighting he could see the irritation tightening the

corners of her mouth.

“Everything decent is booked,” she muttered.

Peter said nothing.

The windshield reflected faint fragments of their faces back at them. Two exhausted ghosts

floating over black highway.

Rain from somewhere farther east had smeared the road in patches, and the headlights caught

the wet asphalt in long silver streaks. Tractor trailers thundered past them every few minutes,

rattling the SUV with turbulence.

Carol opened her purse again.

The glow of her phone illuminated her face blue-white.

Typing.

Always typing.

Peter tried not to look.

He failed.

Her thumbs moved quickly. Faster than normal conversation. Her expression softened for a

moment—almost smiling.

Something ugly shifted in Peter’s stomach.

“You still talking to Elena?” he asked carefully.

Carol didn’t look up.

“Mhm.”

“What’s so funny?”

She glanced over.

The look itself wasn’t hostile.

That was the problem.

It was worse than hostile.

It was dismissive.

“You monitor all my facial expressions now?”

“I was just asking.”

“No, you were investigating.”

Peter inhaled slowly through his nose.

The smell inside the SUV was stale coffee, leather seats, and the lingering sweetness of Carol’s

perfume. Jasmine and something citrus. Usually he liked it.

Tonight it made him nauseous.

“I’m not investigating.”

“Okay.”

That okay carried enough sarcasm to start a forest fire.

Peter swallowed it.

That was what he did best lately.

Swallowed things.

At work.

At dinner parties.

At fundraisers.

At restaurants when waiters flirted with Carol a little too comfortably.

Swallow. Smile. Endure.

He loosened one hand from the wheel long enough to rub at the ache forming in the center of

his chest.

The funeral had exhausted him more than he expected.

Not emotionally.

Physically.

Emotion came later.

It always came later for Peter.

The funeral home in Asheville had smelled like lilies and old carpet. His mother had looked

impossibly small inside the coffin. Tiny. Artificial. Like someone had sculpted her from wax and

memory instead of flesh.

Carol had behaved appropriately.

That almost made it worse.

She had worn black.

Held his hand.

Spoken softly.

Accepted condolences from strangers like she’d practiced it in a mirror beforehand.

Perfect performance.

Then afterward, during the reception at his aunt’s house, Peter had walked into the kitchen and

found Carol laughing too hard at something his cousin David had whispered to her.

David.

Divorced twice.

Gym body.

Perfect teeth.

Tan year-round somehow.

Peter remembered standing in the doorway holding two untouched paper plates of food while

watching Carol rest a hand on David’s arm as she laughed.

That little touch had replayed in his head for six straight hours.

Now here they were.

Driving through the dark.

Pretending they weren’t slowly poisoning each other.

The navigation screen blinked again.

“Exit 56 approaching.”

Carol sighed loudly.

“We should’ve just stayed in Asheville another night.”

Peter stared forward.

“With what rooms?”

“We could’ve found something if you weren’t in such a rush to leave.”

The accusation slid into him neatly.

Skillfully.

Carol had become very skilled at making him feel unreasonable.

Peter flexed his jaw.

“I wanted to get back before Monday.”

“You wanted to run away from your father.”

There it was.

Direct hit.

Peter’s fingers tightened again.

Outside, the trees thickened alongside the interstate, swallowing what little moonlight remained.

Exit signs appeared farther apart now. Rural country.

Fayetteville ahead.

His father.

Christ.

Even thinking about the old man exhausted him.

At the gravesite his father had cried harder than anyone there, yet somehow still managed to

criticize the flower arrangements between tears. That was Arthur Bennett in a nutshell. Every

emotion weaponized.

Especially grief.

Peter remembered being twelve years old and dropping an entire tray of barbecue across the

deck during one of his father’s company parties.

Arthur hadn’t yelled.

That would’ve been easier.

Instead he’d crouched beside Peter afterward while guests pretended not to stare and quietly

said:

“You embarrass yourself because you move through life afraid.”

Peter never forgot that.

Maybe because part of him feared it was true.

Carol adjusted the air vent toward herself.

“You know,” she said casually, “normal couples probably would’ve stayed another night after

something like that.”

Peter almost laughed.

Normal couples.

Normal wives probably didn’t flirt with men in front of their husbands like performance art either.

But he said nothing.

Again.

The silence stretched.

The SUV ate highway miles.

Finally Carol spoke again.

“I’m hungry.”

“You said you didn’t want anything when we passed Raleigh.”

“Well I changed my mind.”

Peter checked the fuel gauge automatically.

Quarter tank.

Fine.

“We’ll stop when we find a place.”

Carol looked back down at her phone.

Another message.

Another smile she tried to hide.

Peter watched her reflection in the side window instead of looking directly at her.

Sometimes he wondered whether insecurity itself became a kind of addiction.

Once your mind learned how to suspect, it never stopped feeding itself.

Every glance.

Every laugh.

Every delayed text response.

Evidence.

Or imagined evidence.

And lately he honestly couldn’t tell the difference anymore.

A green highway sign appeared ahead.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FAYETTEVILLE

NEXT THREE EXITS

[image: ]


Below it:

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FOOD • GAS • LODGING

[image: ]


Peter exhaled quietly.

Thank God.

The road had begun feeling endless.

Carol noticed the sign too.

“Finally.”

The navigation system recalculated.

“Three lodging options available.”

Peter already knew what that meant.

The nice places were gone.

What remained would be roadside leftovers.

Carol must’ve known too because her body stiffened subtly in the passenger seat.

Peter fought the urge to say it.

Beggars can’t be choosers.

But he knew exactly how that would go.

Instead he kept driving.

Exit 57 approached.

He flipped his turn signal on.

Click.

Click.

Click.

Carol turned slowly toward him.

“You’re kidding.”

Peter merged into the exit lane.

“We need sleep.”

“At what? A serial killer convention?”

“We don’t know what’s there yet.”

“Oh please.”

The ramp curved downward through dense pine trees.

Peter felt her staring at him.

Waiting.

Daring him.

He kept his eyes forward.

Streetlights appeared intermittently now, casting orange pools across damp pavement. Most

businesses looked closed. A pawn shop. A liquor store with bars over the windows. A fried

chicken place shutting down for the night.

Then he saw it.

Barely illuminated.

A faded roadside sign flickering weakly in buzzing pink neon.
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