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Normally, as an electrician, Eli wouldn't have tied himself to a dispatch service. He'd done his time and apprenticeship working for larger outfits some years ago, learning a lot and getting paid a poor wage at the same time. And once he'd had all he needed, he'd made himself an LLC, printed some business cards, and taken his skills private, under his own name. Clockwork Electric, complete with a gear-and-wire logo etched behind the bold letters of the name.

But then he'd heard about this place, this centralized dispatch company for home repairs and the like, called Around The Clock. The similarity between their name and his wasn't what had drawn him in, though it did make him smile. It was their rate that had drawn him in. Somehow this place, ATC for short, was able to pay him as a contractor only slightly less than he'd earn on his own rate—and they brought the clients to him. Or him to the clients, anyway. As a guy just starting out, how could you say no to that? There was no rule against handing out your business card or anything. It was easy to drum up long-term clients as long as you did your job well, that was what Eli figured.

Win-win.

He got registered with ATC as a contractor, which was a little involved but nothing he hadn't expected. He had to come in for an in-person meeting, where he met with a few managers of the company, men and women both, who looked him up and down personally, seemingly as closely as they had looked over his licensure and insurance information. He could have sworn he saw one of the women looking at his left hand for a wedding ring and smiling when she saw nothing, but he could've been imagining it. Maybe he was just lonely.

All in all, it was a very pleasant hour or so that he spent in their small office on the south side of the city, and he left feeling excited about how this would help his business. ATC had his information and his business line now, and they would simply call him when a job came up in his region to see if he was available. They were very friendly, almost overbearingly so. He wondered if it had anything to do with the fact that they were all white and he was a black man—he hadn't seen another black person in his small tour of their office—but he had no desire to hold being friendly against them. Like he'd thought right away, it was going to be win-win.

He didn't get a call from ATC for a couple of weeks, but when the first call did come, he found himself excited to take on the job. The dispatcher for ATC called to see if he was available, and gave him the street name for the job. It worked fine for Eli, who would actually be able to get there today, so he told them that he was good for it to at least look around for an estimate, and maybe complete the job depending on the complexity. They gave him the name and phone number of the customer, and he could take it from there. The invoicing and pay and all that would be handled through ATC once the job was completed.

It was all wonderfully simple. Immediately, Eli dialed the number, knowing that the homeowner was waiting for his call.

"Hello," a female voice answered after two rings.

"Hello, this is Eli, an electrician with Around The Clock, Eli said. What's going on?

The woman introduced herself as Sherry, then proceeded to give him the details. A hanging light fixture, a chandelier really, wasn't turning on anymore, and there were some problems with other lighting in the same room.

Eli told her he'd be right over to get a look at it, and it sounded like something he'd be able to take care of that day. Sherry thanked him profusely and ended the call, and Eli got into his work van and headed over to her house.

Eli found the address and pulled into the driveway. The house was fairly big, but modest, like the neighborhood around it. When he had heard the word 'chandelier' from Sherry, his mind had immediately gone to some kind of lavish mansion or something of that sort, but that was just a reflex. He'd been in plenty of homes with fancy light fixtures that didn't also have a live-in wait staff. The house was two stories tall and white, and the front door was a powder blue color that matched the shutters around the windows. The front yard had a ring of hedges around it that were in varying states of health, not offering much privacy, with most of them quite in need of a trim. When he got out of the van and strapped on his toolbelt, he could hear a pool filter running, presumably from the backyard of this house or maybe one of the neighbors'. The neighborhood itself was pretty quiet today, the afternoon of a workday and a school day, so any ambient sounds were mostly dogs barking here and there, or the passing of cars.

It was a nice day. The sky was blue, the sun was shining, and it wasn't too hot. A gentle breeze rustled the blooming limbs of the short trees that were spaced along the sidewalk. He might have stood around and enjoyed it longer, but he did have a job to do, and he wanted his first call with ATC to be a good one. 

Eli closed the door of his van and walked up to the powder-blue front door. There were potted plants on either side of it, alive and perky from regular watering. As a gardener himself, he appreciated that. He pressed the small white button of the doorbell on the left side of the door frame and waited, his smile ready.

The door opened not long after, and Sherry stood in the doorway, saying hello. He didn't know what he had expected, but he definitely hadn't expected her to look like this. She was athletic, and possibly underdressed for the occasion, whatever the occasion might be. Her long, brown hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she wore what might have been workout clothes, though she wasn't out of breath or sweaty or anything. She had on a tight, cropped top that hugged her large breasts together and showed the flatness of her stomach. Her pants were just as tight as her shirt, flexible material in a charcoal gray that told Eli exactly what curves and shapes she had to offer.

Eli made sure not to let his eyes linger too long on the assets she was showing off. That wouldn't be a good way to start a new business relationship.

"Nice to meet you, Sherry," he said, extending his hand. "I'm Eli. My business is Clockwork Electric, but I'm on the team of dispatches for ATC, and I was happy to get the call. Would you mind showing me to the problem area?"

"Of course, of course, come on in," Sherry said, stepping back from the door and holding it open. As much as Eli wasn't trying to examine her very nice body, was he crazy, or was she checking him out? He was in good shape, but his working outfit of jeans, long-sleeved shirt, and bulky toolbelt wasn't exactly helping him to cut the best figure.

He shook his head as he stepped inside, getting rid of those thoughts. Focus on the work.

"Don't mind us if we make some noise," Sherry said, leading him into the house but flashing a smile at him over her shoulder. "My friend Nadia is here and we're just playing some cards."

"Not a problem at all," he said, returning the smile as she led him past the stairs and around a corner. She popped her head into a doorway as she passed, an open wall that led into the kitchen.

"This is Eli," she said to her friend, who was sitting at the kitchen table. One chair was pulled out from the table, and a hand of cards was spread face down in front of it. "Aren't you going to say hi?"

"Hey, I'm Nadia," the woman at the table said, giving Eli a little wave. 

Eli, he said, smiling. Nadia was pretty stunning too, if he could be frank about it. She had short hair, strawberry blonde, in a short bob cut that looked very good on her. Her outfit wasn't quite as revealing as Sherry's, but it still held very few secrets. A tight fitting T-shirt showed off boobs that were bigger than Sherry's, which was saying something, and her shorts were so short that as she sat at the table with her legs crossed, Eli could've been forgiven for thinking she wasn't wearing any bottoms at all. Her skin was tanned, dark and even.

"All right," Sherry said, watching them look at each other for just a moment before she spoke up. "No peeking at my cards. I'll be back in just a minute."

"I already told you, I don't need to cheat to beat you," Nadia said, gesturing at Sherry as if to emphasize her point. Eli wasn't sure what that gesture was supposed to mean, but Sherry shook her head and gave Nadia the finger in a good-natured sort of way.

Sherry led him down the hall, and they turned right into a sitting room with a high ceiling, which was where the offending light fixture was.

"Yeah," Sherry said, pointing upward at the chandelier. "There she is, not doing anything no matter how many times I flick the switch. I thought ten times might do it, then twenty, then I fiddled with the circuit breaker, and then I realized this was beyond my skillset."

Eli laughed. She was funny, and she was quick. He asked her about the other lights, and she confirmed that most of the can lighting in the ceiling of the sitting room was on the fritz, as well.

"Okay," Eli said, once he had established the situation. "Don't worry, I won't go making holes in the walls or anything. If you can just show me where the breaker is, you can get back to your game and I'll let you know what I turn up."

"Thanks a million," Sherry
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