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Well, Janus has asked me to put this all in some semblance of order.   The trickiest part was finding where to start.  We all know where it ended, of course... or at least, where we are now.  I have a feeling it may never end.  

I could have started with the Marlowes: Henry and his hubris, the curse that haunted generations of his family.  I could have started with the Scalar Feud, which happened hundreds of years before I was even born and set the wheels in motion for the machinery of revenge that threatened to grind us all to dust.    I could even have started with myself and been vain enough to think that my own first encounters with the Organization, and the ley lines it protected, were worthy of being such an important touchstone. 

But once I had spoken to everyone who had even been just a little involved – everyone who is still alive, that is – I realized that perhaps it was best to begin with Buster Heywood.  True, he’s never done a shred of magic in his life, and has no designs on getting any more involved than he already is... but back then, he hadn’t learned what all of us know: when the Spanner is involved, there’s dirty work in it, somewhere.

So we start with Buster: a good friend and a kindred soul of sorts, if I may say so.  My apologies if any of you think I should have started with Iknara.  I have to work my way up to that thorny bit of research.


Respectfully,
N. Forsythe
Head Archivist
The Organization
Aviario, CT
November 2023
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“The town of Aviario feels like it should be a real place. Using just enough description to set the atmosphere of each new location, the town feels like a character in its own right.”

~ R.R. Willica, author of the Darkness Falling trilogy
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From the Desk of Buster Heywood

“Through a series of humorous and often hair-raising exchanges, author D’Onofrio takes this unlikely hero on an adventure that will leave him with a confidence he’s never had to go along with the body riding around in his trunk. A funny, quirky, and satisfyingly descriptive read.”

~ A.B. Funkhauser, author of the Unapologetic Lives series

In The Cards

“D’Onofrio has crafted a tightly plotted story of fun characters in a town full of possibilities. Well done! We need a sequel very soon!" 

~ L.M. Bryski, author of Book of Birds

“D'Onofrio has created an intriguing setting that has magic and mysticism brewing around every corner, and populated it with characters you'll be eager for more of by the time you reach the last page.”

~ Anonymous Amazon Review 

The Proper Bearing

“Nick’s journey from wallflower to his place at the end is compelling and enjoyable. (D’Onofrio has) captured English life and dialogue very, very well.” 

~ Timothy Savage, author of Davey’s Savior
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As is the case with most first novels, this one was a long time in the making. It’s been almost fifteen years since the first inkling of Buster Heywood snuck his way into my mind, and he’s gone though as much as I have to get here. A lot of the people who helped him grow are no longer a part of my life, for better or worse. Should you see this, you know who you are.

Even though everything here is a work of fiction, some characters owe pieces of themselves to friends: and they were kind enough to give me permission to do so: especially Kelly.  Dee was inseparable from you right from the beginning: who else would do but my sister from another mister? 

Of course, I have very special thanks owed to my beta readers, as well as all who encouraged me, and everyone who responded with genuine interest when I said I was writing A Book. But these are all simple thank-yous: I have one last note to detain you before you cross the border into the town of Aviario, a place I’ve spent so long building that it may as well be my second hometown.
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For Lore, who never lets me give up.
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Prologue
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It was a busy Sunday night at Charlie's Bar, and if any of the patrons noticed Buster Heywood, they made no noise about it. Most of them wouldn't even know the gangly, well-kept brunette by name, let alone that he'd been sitting in a corner booth nursing a rum-and-Coke for the last hour. That suited Buster just fine: he was content to sit and stare into his drink as the ice cubes melted. Though his eyes were calm behind his black-framed glasses, his mind was racing laps around the body cooling in the trunk of his gray Jetta.

He wasn't exactly sure what to do with the thing - he hadn't been planning on carting a body around in his car, when he got up that morning. But it was there just the same: cocooned in a double layer of cheap store-brand trash bags, with one more laid down beneath it, just in case. 

Despite his present circumstances, everything around him was the same: the guidance counselor from the high school sat at the end of the bar, talking to another man on the school board that Buster recognized from town meetings. Charlie stood behind the bar, adding the occasional commentary to his patrons' conversation while he polished mugs and mixed drinks. Crooked old road signs proclaiming the mileage to Shelton and Mystic hung over the Pac-Man machine that only worked if you asked it very nicely and fed it twice as many quarters. 

The woman whose name he'd never felt brave enough to ask sat at the small, high table near the middle of the room, sipping at her cocktail and reading the latest crime thriller off the best-seller list, her purse slung over the back of her seat. Buster had watched her read through several books by that particular author. He'd checked one of them out of the library, but hadn’t cared for it much, as it was far more interesting to watch her expressions change as she turned the pages. The latest volume to catch her attention had a stereotypical cover: a line of yellow police tape separating the title from the picture of a chalk outline against trash-spotted pavement. Buster couldn't help but think that there would be no chalk outline for the body in his trunk.

Poking at the last of his ice cubes, he cast another look at his cell phone, which sat on the table with a patience he wished he possessed. Between the caffeine and the nervous energy skittering through his veins, he wanted nothing more than to get up out of his seat and leave, to go anywhere but where he was. Buster pursed his lips and sighed. 

But that's how this all started in the first place... 
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Chapter One
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By the time Buster was a dozen blocks from his apartment, the afternoon sun had already taken the edge off the previous night's snowstorm. One man scraping the slush off his front steps looked up and gave Buster a friendly little wave. Not knowing him from Adam, Buster blinked a little, then nodded in acknowledgment before continuing his walk.

On the other side of the road, early evening traffic edged in and out of Aviario Regional. Buster kept his place on the sidewalk as one of the hospital’s shuttle buses rumbled by on its short trip to the employee parking lot across the street. Once the street was clear, Buster hustled across and tucked his hands in his pockets, striding right for the glass-walled entryway to his favorite dining establishment.

The Fountain was nestled at one corner of the North Plaza, a mismatched configuration of shops set beneath Aviario’s only parking garage. The pharmacy and dollar store on the other side of the complex looked as if they had been shoehorned into place for the convenience of the hospital’s patients and staff, while the hobby shop behind the restaurant was their opposite, a small store spreading out its contents to fit the larger space for rent. The Fountain was the only thing that looked like it belonged there.

Buster stepped into the entryway and reached up to pull off his glasses as they began to fog in the sudden warmth. He cleaned his lenses with one corner of his scarf, savoring the feeling of the warm air entering his lungs. Once his glasses were clear, he let his gaze sweep over the board of specials perched on a nearby easel. It had been erased so often that it bore the ghosts of specials past, hovering behind their replacements in a multicolored aura. Buster took note of the soups as he pulled off his gloves, then folded them in half. He tucked them into his pocket along with the notebook, then made his way down the few steps that led down into the restaurant.

The woman at the till was old as the Formica countertops, but she greeted him with a smile brighter than the stainless-steel appliances behind her. "Hey there, Buster, hon. How're the roads lookin' out there?"

“Connie.” He acknowledged his usual waitress with a faint smile. "I guess they're okay. I walked."

"No, sir! Walked, on a day like this? But you'll freeze!"

"I'm fine, really."

"I know, I'm not your mother, but after five of my own, old habits die hard. What possessed you to walk? You wandering again?"

"Mmhm."

She shook her head, rattling the chain that held her glasses in place against dangling silver cat earrings. "Never knew anyone who walks as much as you do 'just because'. I am never gonna forget the day you ducked in here 'cause you got yourself lost."

"I was new to the area." With a wince, Buster glanced down at one of the salt patches on the threadbare carpeting, scuffing it with his toes.

"Well, you must have it down by now. You've been here, what, a year now?"

"Uh. Two."

"Two! I tell you, the older I get, honey, the faster the time goes. But, you'll be wanting your regular table... I'm on my way out to go see my granddaughter, but Rachel'll take care of you. You have a nice day, now. Good to see you again."

Puzzled by her enthusiasm, Buster managed another small smile before fleeing to the safety of his favorite table in the corner, by the last window. At this time of day, it was hard to believe that the old soda shop was still open and running. Buster was one of a handful of customers – an elderly couple sat toward the back, by the kitchen order window, nursing the last of what was on their plates. In the middle of the main dining room were two counters – one in a U-shape, ringed with chairs, and another on the right, lined with higher, spinning stools. The whole place was done over in red Formica counter-tops and seat cushions, the walls left plain and unfinished. Behind the second counter was an alcove that led to another, smaller dining room. Buster knew for a fact that during the week, that room could be packed to the gills – he’d been dragged to an uncomfortable lunch one day with a few people from the office, and the tables had been crammed with hospital executives in suits, nurses still in their scrubs, and patients stopping for a bite on their way home. He much preferred to come at this time of day: when the ambient noises of the restaurant were reduced to the chatter of the waitresses and the hum of the heating vents overhead. It made it much easier to watch the people.

“Hiiii, there,” Rachel called out, bustling her way over to his table. “Coffee?”

Buster blinked up at her, eyes flickering for a moment between the menu she slapped down on the table, and the pot hovering over his empty mug. “Uh. No, th—”

“Something else to drink?”

He swallowed, giving himself a moment to recover from having his words stepped on. “Iced tea, ple—”

“Okay. Do you need a minute to look over the menu?”

Buster’s brow furrowed, nudging his glasses down on the bridge of his nose. “I ... just got here.”

“Be right back with that iced tea.”

He watched her go, incredulous, before turning to the window. Because the Fountain was set at this particular corner of the parking garage, part of it was underground, putting the windowsill beside Buster's favorite table level with the sidewalk. Unless people were on their way in from the Pursley Centre across the street or heading for the entrance of the parking garage, he only saw them from the waist down. That left speculation about the rest of them wide open, and he’d made a game out of it: guessing as much as he could about the rest of a person from their lower half, and seeing how right he was when the upper half came into view. As no one was walking past at that particular moment, he turned his attention back to the menu and flipped it open.

Rachel returned like clockwork, setting his iced tea down on the table hard enough to set the spoon inside rattling against the ice cubes. “You all set to order?”

He pushed his glasses up on his nose, close to scowling. “Not really, I -”

“You want to start off with a souuup, or maybe a salaaaad.... Some onion rings...”

Buster lifted one hand from the menu and inspected it, having the sudden urge to check and make sure he hadn’t suddenly regressed to childhood. He wasn't sure why she felt the need to hurry him along, but he remembered an old strategy he’d seen his father use to stall on more than one occasion. “I’ll start with a cup of the corn chowder.” To his relief, she fled for the kitchen and left him to his menu.

For a moment, he considered ordering something he hadn’t tried before. One option had mushrooms, one was too bland, and yet another would have been better, in his opinion, without the cheese. A note on the menu indicated that special orders were allowed, but Buster had the feeling that asking Rachel for one would be akin to Oliver Twist asking for a second helping of gruel at the orphanage: far more trouble and fuss than it was worth. He decided on his usual, slid his menu to the edge of the table, and took a sip of his iced tea as he turned back to the sidewalk.

A battered old pickup truck, painted a shade of green that spoke of fresh buds and citrus fruit, pulled up to the curb, and a man in a flannel shirt as worn as his face climbed out, rubbing his hands together in their fingerless gloves. Moving toward the back of the truck, he lowered its wooden tailgate, then rummaged around in a canvas tote bag until he found what he was looking for – a black toque hat, which he jammed on his head so that it sat there like a collapsed paper bag. He was nothing interesting, but Buster craned his neck a little, trying to see what else might be hidden behind that homemade tailgate, and speculating as to why it might be there. An accident, perhaps – or maybe the man had found himself caught with a lemon of a truck, and the original tailgate had fallen into rusty disrepair.  

Lost in his thoughts, Buster gave a start as Rachel returned, setting his corn chowder down with a force that slopped some of it onto the saucer underneath.

“Here you go, ready to order?”

Buster took another short breath to compose himself, then nodded. “I’ll have the number seven, on pumpernickel, please.”

“The turkey and ham with thousand island. Chips or French fries?”

“Uh.” He hadn’t thought about that one. “Chips. ... Please.” Before he could say thank you, she was off again, leaving him to clean up the slight mess she’d made of his corn chowder. 

Behind him, he could just make out the hushed chatter of the waitresses – something about the new strip mall being proposed. He recalled the minutes from that town meeting: the town had been divided on the matter. It would bring a lot of much-needed business to town, but given its location, the owners of the few businesses in the North End were afraid that it would take away their clientele. The motion had passed, nonetheless, due to the right application of influence and money, and ground was due to break once the construction site had thawed. By the time Buster had managed to focus on their conversation enough to make it out, the waitresses were cut off by the ring of the restaurant’s phone, and one of them went to answer it.

Rachel, relentless, bustled back over toward his table with his sandwich, giving it the same rough landing as his corn chowder. “Here you go, can I get you anything else?”

“Uh. Well .... Um. Maybe later.”

“Okay.” And with that, she was off again, no doubt to pick up her conversation where it had left off.

Buster finished off his soup as he watched people pass by the window: a woman walking a collie puppy on a frayed leash, people in dress coats hurrying through the wind and shouting into their cell phones, a parade of young women picking their way through the slush in high heels. He was beginning to think that, at last, he had deciphered the reason women wore high-heeled shoes: to keep from tripping on their pant legs. Though, of course, that raised the question of why they felt they needed such long pants, in the first place. It was a never-ending battle, understanding women – and other people, in general. Most of them were so set in their ways, so similar. Every now and then, someone would stand out from the milling crowds and clusters of humanity in some small, strange way. It wasn’t always something as obvious as the teenager in heavy boots with a green mohawk, standing at the bus stop amid a cluster of businessmen ... more often than not, it was the businessman who carried his lunch to work in an old tin child’s lunch box, instead. Or the Goth girl in the mass of teenagers at the mall who sat on the edge of the fountain, engrossed in a copy of the Wall Street Journal. It wasn’t any breach of conformity in particular that stood out, for Buster, when he sought out Interesting People: it was some small, insignificant sign of individuality. He hadn’t seen too many of them, so he turned his attentions to the interior of the restaurant, and to his sandwich.

His old standby had come out just as he’d expected, and he nibbled at it as his eyes wandered. The owner of the restaurant had come in from the kitchen to talk to one of the few other patrons sitting at the far end of the counter, and was polishing his owlish glasses on the single clean corner of his apron. Behind the same counter, another waitress was standing guard over a blender, which drowned out any conversation Buster might have been able to overhear with its persistent thrum. 

Given the hour of the day, he was beginning to think that there were very few Interesting People to be found. The feet that passed his field of vision were plain: dress shoes, high heels, flat loafers, more pairs of plain white nurses’ sneakers ... and then a bolt from the blue: a pair of purple high-topped sneakers with bright yellow laces. Buster was ready to assign them to a teenager, until he caught sight of the rest.

Her suit was new and tailored, beneath a black knee-length coat that wasn’t quite as well-made, but still practical. Deep red hair curved away from her face to rest halfway down her back, bouncing a bit as she walked, and she had the air of someone absorbed in whatever business she was on her way to attend to – but those shoes! She carried no purse, no bag, not even a briefcase or folder in her hands, but her brown eyes flickered down as she stopped by the door to the restaurant to fumble in her pockets.

Buster leaned down to sip at his tea, never taking his eyes off her, and found that he was trying to drink out of his spoon. It didn’t matter, and he pushed it out of the way, replacing it with the straw without even looking.

The Girl With The Shoes finally managed to extricate her cell phone from her pocket, flipping it open. As she dialed, she bit at her lower lip and looked around, lifting her head to look up at the parking garage that loomed above. 

“How’s the sandwich?”

“Gah—!” Buster spun away from the window and narrowly avoided knocking over his glass.

Rachel looked at him as though he’d just landed from Mars. “Sorry?”

“Fine, fine, it’s ... it’s fine.” 

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” he hissed as he turned back to the window – and winced. The Girl In The Shoes was gone. By the time he looked back, so was Rachel. Knowing which direction The Girl had walked in would have added another piece to her puzzle – a piece he’d been denied. 

With a sigh, Buster pushed his plate away, letting his gaze drift to the carpet, which had frayed from years of traffic. It was the sort of thing he had come to notice with startling consistency about the North End: everything looked fine at first glance, but anyone patient or attentive enough to look longer would see otherwise. Things were unraveling at the edges, care and thrift often the only things holding them together. Outside, at eye level, it was becoming more apparent that the path was simply tar stamped to resemble brick, as traffic wore the red paint away. Rust weakened the sharp corners of fire escapes, and the buildings and their inhabitants seemed to tire each other out.

While his gaze came back around the restaurant to the neglected plate in front of him, Buster realized what had made The Girl With The Shoes so mesmerizing. On a gray street full of tired lives, weighed down by the passing of time, she alone had looked awake, alive. For that fact alone, he lingered over the last few bites of his sandwich, hoping he would see her again.

Eventually, nothing was left of his lunch but a handful of potato chips and the unpalatable coleslaw, and the street remained Girl-less. Buster had managed to stay ignorant of Rachel's baleful stare from her perch in the corner, as he’d been staring out the window – but the moment he wiped his hands and pushed his plate away, she was at his table once more.

“Can I take that for you?”

He was prepared for her brusqueness, this time. “Yes.”

“Here’s your bill, I’ll take that whenever you’re ready.” She tossed his slip down onto the table, then whisked his plate off toward the kitchen. 

After a moment’s consideration, Buster left a minimal tip befitting Rachel's rushed and abrupt service, then tucked his wallet back into his pocket and reached for his coat. He saw no need to stay – Rachel would be certain to keep the change, and as long as he left the money in plain sight, no one would accuse him of leaving without paying.

It always surprised him, he reflected, how putting on a winter coat made him feel retroactively vulnerable: as though he’d been missing some vital, protective layer the whole time he’d been sitting there. He pulled on his gloves and adjusted his scarf, then made his way up toward the street, armored against the cold. Another nurse was making her way up toward the parking garage, and Buster followed her with his gaze. The Girl With The Shoes was parked up there, somewhere, and he was seized with the curious urge to try and deduce which car was hers. It would be another piece to her puzzle – but it would also most likely be two things: a waste of time, and somewhat ridiculous. What would I do if she came back up, he chided himself, say, “Oh, I’m sorry, I was just trying to figure out what car was yours for the hell of it?” She’d have me locked up.  It would just have to be a little mystery, something to sit in his head and bother him at its leisure until something more engaging came along. With the decision that he would simply have to go and find that something himself, he turned back toward Arrow Street.

Up the road, he heard shouts, and turned his attention to a group of teenagers playing basketball in a parking lot. The building they were rebounding their shots off was a shelter called Journey, allocated by the town for foster children or others in need of a place to stay.

At the mere thought of a town resource, the facts and figures involved came unbidden to the front of Buster’s mind. Journey had been in the pile of grant forms Buster had processed earlier in the week. For a place that needed more funding, he thought, the kids playing in the back lot appeared happy enough – though he did have to wonder about the one still in his pajama pants. One of the players delegated to the sidelines waved at him, and he nodded back before continuing on his way.

As Buster began to retrace his steps, he was set upon by the urban tide of cars making their way back through at the end of the day. The southern side of Arrow Street bordered the East End, and some of the houses made the change in neighborhood obvious: they weren’t better-kept, but the architecture was more intricate. The thing Buster found most telling was the increase in the number of chairs on front porches. Since he’d begun wandering around Aviario, he’d strung together a loose theory that one’s financial security could be predicted with a fair amount of accuracy by the amount and state of the chairs on the front porch. A simple, frayed folding lawn chair spoke of less than two fresh-painted Adirondacks, and the theory was often supported by the quality of the cars he’d found parked in the driveways on subsequent walks. 

At the tip of Arrow Street, before it angled back up toward his neighborhood, sat a house that hadn’t quite fit the theory just yet. It had a front porch without chairs, yet it was always well-kept, the small front yard clean, the paint free of chipping and fading. It wasn’t a grand house, not as large as most of the ones he’d seen in the East End, but it held the same air, nonetheless: a simple, restrained gray Victorian house without the usual details or embellishments, standing clean and proud among its slightly more run-down neighbors. There was no car in the driveway, no discarded lawn equipment or seasonal decorations yet to be taken down. The mailbox hung next to the door adorned with the street number, but no name. Buster stood for a moment, contemplating this continuing mystery, and was thus lost in it when a car pulled up behind him.

“Heywood? Is that you?”

Startled, he turned to see a dark blue Camry at the curb. He squinted a little, then leaned down to peer through the rolled-down passenger window. “Uh. ... Yes?”

“Buster, it’s me, Loren.” His boss leaned down a little so that Buster could get a better view, and smiled. Loren Jarvon wasn’t quite the most handsome man in town, but certain members of Town Hall had running jokes about his appearance being the top drawing point in his campaign. His sandy blond hair was always on the verge of being unkempt, an odd juxtaposition to the strong, clean line of his jaw and the cut of his suits. Buster had only a moment to wonder why on Earth the chair of the Board of Selectmen was driving around the North End, before Loren spoke up again. “What the hell are you doing on my sidewalk?”

Well, that’d explain it, Buster managed to think, before his mind seized up. “Uh. Um. Well, I ...” He was reminded of the odd feeling he’d had, at five years old, when he’d turned a corner in the Acme supermarket with his mother and had seen his teacher buying a box of laundry detergent. 

“Wrong way to go about a raise, there, buddy.” Loren chuckled. 

Buster’s voice thinned into a panicked croak. “No, I ... that’s not what ... I was just out for a ...”

“It’s okay, Heywood. Seriously.” The tell-tale pop of the door locks followed Loren's voice like punctuation. “You live around here?”

“Um.” He stared while his mind rearranged itself around the situation. “Yes. ... Up there, on, um. High Street.”

“High Street, huh? That’s not far. C’mon, climb in. I’ll give you a ride home, it’s too damn cold out.” 

There was a quiet cloud of steam drifting out of the open car window from the heater. Buster followed the trail of his own breath with his eyes for a moment, as he weighed the perils of small talk with his boss against the concept of a short, warm return home for the evening, and found no excuses. “Okay.”

“Well, climb in, then. You can’t do our books with half your fingers gone from frostbite.”

He obliged, pulling the door open and folding his long legs into the Camry’s front seat. As he pulled the door closed, he glanced over at Loren. “It’s, uh. Not really that cold out. And...”  He held up a hand. “I have gloves.”

“Nice ones, too.” Loren gave him an appreciative nod, and shifted the car out of park. “Where on High Street?”

“Number nineteen. The brick one, with the front painted white.” 

“Oh, the one with the goat tied to the parking meter?”

“No.” Buster smiled as he polished the fog from his glasses once more. “They’re next door. Do you ... is that even ...”

“Legal?” Loren scowled a little. “I’m pretty sure it isn’t, but whoever lives there’s got some kind of pull with Lieutenant Weldyn over at the station, because he’s said the goat stays. Maybe they already paid up the fines, or something. I’m just surprised it’s still alive.”

“Who’d kill a goat?”

“Around here? I wouldn’t be surprised if someone from North Arrow thought they could get drug money for it.” Loren bit out the words, turning past Collane Park and onto High Street. “Why’d you walk all the way out there, anyway? I know you’ve got a car, you filled out the papers for a parking spot.”

“I like walking,” he said.

“Why don’t you just go to a gym, or something? There’s a nice one just over the town line in Derby, free membership for the first month, programs ... cute receptionists.” Loren glanced over at his passenger for a second and smiled, his expression strained, somehow. 

In his mind, Buster winced: this was the exact reason why he couldn’t stand small talk. To his relief, number nineteen was in sight at the end of the block, the goat tied in front of seventeen keeping watch. “That’s okay. I, um. It’s a lot to pay for just walking.”

“It’s okay, I get it.” Loren maneuvered the car to a smooth stop in front of the door. “Anyway. Here you go, Heywood.”

“Thank you.” Buster unbuckled his seatbelt, trying to gauge how fast he could get out of the Camry without seeming like he was trying to escape. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” 

There was that winning yet unnerving smile again. Buster nodded, and climbed out of the passenger seat, mindful of the slush at the curb. 

“Oh, and Buster?” Loren called out over the thud of the closing door. “Don’t forget – they’re rearranging things tomorrow so we can get the new servers put in.”

“Damn,” Buster mumbled to himself, watching as his boss pulled back out onto the road, leaving him standing a dozen feet from an aging goat, with his hands stuffed in his pockets. “I knew I’d forgotten something.” 
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Chapter Two

[image: image]







Buster had never welcomed changes to his routine, unless they'd come with a hefty dose of prior notice. The silver lining in Monday's cloud was that there were still plenty of pieces that still fit into place. He wedged his briefcase beneath his arm as he opened the door to the Town Offices, and nodded politely to the Town Clerk on his way past her desk.

"Morning, Buster," Charleen smiled, glancing from the forms she was collating, her rectangular sea-foam green glasses sliding down her nose. She was polite enough, but he'd learned very early on to speak to her as little as possible: anything Charleen heard over the course of the morning was free fodder for discussion in the break room once lunch time rolled around. "Have a good weekend?"

He made a noise just pleasant enough to not sound rude, and strode toward his desk. Once he sat down, Buster reached down to power on his computer for the day, and hit the first snag in his morning routine: a note taped over the power button in his own handwriting: "Network Upgrade". The reminder had the same effect as rounding a corner on Arrow Street and seeing a brick wall. Buster closed his eyes for a moment and tried to think around it. No computer booting up meant that he had no time limit to gauge his morning routine against. The risk of over-analyzing the day's events loomed large on the horizon, and he glanced down at his briefcase, feeling the first faint stirrings of dread. 

For as long as he could remember, Buster had taken the old axiom of being one's own worst critic above and beyond. "You'd be a fantastic engineer," his father had once said, "if you'd stop trying to reinvent the train tracks." Bill Heywood had followed up the remark with a bit of advice: to keep putting one foot in front of the other until he wound up somewhere. Even though he'd only been seven, Buster had been quick to point out that his father was mixing metaphors, and been rewarded with an exasperated sigh for his efforts. 

One foot in front of the other. Right. He picked up his briefcase and set it down on his desk, opening the combination lock. The documents he'd placed there on Friday night were waiting where he'd left them: budget notes Loren had requested, grant requests from local businesses and town organizations, and, of course, his trusty day planner. Prioritization was the keystone to his entire day. If not done properly, he'd be left rushing to finish something, and that would set off a chain reaction that would keep him out of sorts for the rest of the day. With a slow, deep breath, Buster gathered his focus, then reached out to open his day planner to the proper page - and the world exploded in cacophony.

A few yards away, someone had opened the door to the Town Hall's server room - a Pandora's Box of white noise with an undercurrent of whining. Buster cringed, feeling a shudder creep its way down his spine and across his arms. While a little advance notice would have been nice, he consoled himself with the thought that it would only be temporary, until the technician came out and closed the door behind him. To Buster’s dismay, the technician chose that exact moment in his consolatory process to drag a dusty, ancient computer tower out and use it to prop the server room door open. 

The technician was dressed in the sort of attire favored by the I.T. gurus that Town Hall tended to call in when things broke - well-worn blue jeans, a hooded sweatshirt, and a t-shirt with some witty slogan or other. This one's offering was blue, with "Dyslexic Atheists Don't Believe In Dog" printed on it in faded white letters. His hair was a mop of dark curls that somehow managed to still look like he'd done something with them after he'd rolled out of bed. He glanced up and flashed Buster a quick smile. "Hey, how's it going?"

Buster frowned as he looked from the other man to the open door, then back again. "Loud," he answered.

"What? ... Oh! Oh, yeah, the door." He scratched at his temple and frowned a little. "Sorry 'bout that, I ... kinda need to keep it open for a second. Don't think we got introduced when they let me in, earlier: I'm Cameron. You can call me Cam."

Handshakes, at least, were something he could manage without much hesitation. "Buster Heywood."

"Nice to meet'cha." Cam's smile was genuine as he took his hand back and looked around. "Riiiiight. You're the guy whose desk I'm gonna need to move in a little bit. Is that gonna be a problem?"

"Yes."

"Oh. Well, crap. You don't have someplace else you can take all that?" He gestured to the neat line of paperwork sitting on the desk.

"I ..." He blinked a few more times, studying his impending work. He hadn't considered the possibility of relocation - or, more importantly, where he might be able to keep working at his usual level of productivity and comfort without being interrupted. The break room? "Yes." Wait, too noisy. "No." There was an empty office, but on occasion, the Select Board used it as an impromptu meeting room. "Maybe. ... I don't know." 

Cam's eyes widened as Buster glanced around the office like a cornered cat. "Hey, don't worry about it, okay? I've gotta do Charleen's desk before I even get to you - and I can see if I can do a couple other things, too, first. You've got plenty of time to think about it. Do me a favor, okay?"

"Um."

"Just breathe. World's not gonna end if I need to wait until you're done with that stuff to work on your station configs, okay?"

He tilted his head to look around Cam at the open server room behind him, squinting. "I ... well. Okay. But ... I don't know what that means."

"Not a problem. It's my job to know what it means, and it's yours to know what—well, all that stuff on your desk is."

No hesitation was necessary, this time, even for an unspoken question. "Grant forms. But confidentiality laws specify that -"

"Whoa, hey." Cam chuckled and held up his hands. "I don't need to know what they are, calm down. I'm not an auditor with the IRS or anything."

"I should hope not." Buster frowned, adjusting his glasses. "They're not due here until September."

Cam fixed him with a long, amused stare. "We're gonna have kind of a long day, aren't we, Buster."

"... Yes."

After a moment's silence, Cam burst out laughing. "Well, hey, at least you're honest, man." He shook his head a little, amused. "Tell you what - I'll give you a fifteen-minute heads-up so you know when you're gonna have to move everything?"

Buster glanced over at his desk and did a mental run-through of the process necessary to gather his work and make it portable. "Half an hour?"

"Twenty minutes."

Buster lowered his head and looked up over his glasses. "This isn't an auction house, Cameron. Half an hour."

"You drive a hard bargain. Okay, half an hour. You all set, here, then?"

He glanced over at the open door. "It's still loud."

Cam drew in a deep breath, then snapped his fingers. "Yes. I think I've got something for that. Onnnne second..." Before Buster could object, Cam moved back into the server room and came out with a well-worn messenger bag, stuffed to capacity. He rifled through an ordered mass of cords, components, notebooks, and tools until he came up with a small leather case. With a magician's flourish, he held it out in one palm and opened it. "For the duration, or at least until I go on my lunch break, it is yours, sir."

Buster peered at the case. He'd been expecting a pair of ear plugs, or some sort of white noise generator - anything but the immaculate black iPod and earbuds nestled within. "I can't take this."

"Sure you can. I clean my ears. And if you're worried about the batteries, I've got the charger in my bag."

Buster wrinkled his nose. "I ... hadn't thought about your ears until just now. ... But that ... this is yours."

"Yep. But I'm letting you borrow it. You really don't get out much, do you?"

"Why?"

"Why'm I letting you borrow it? Uh, well, because I've got a job to do, and so do you, and neither of us wants to hold the other one up, so if I've got a way we can both get our work done, I'm gonna make it happen. Also, I'm just a nice kinda guy. So go on, take it. Just don't delete anything, and we'll be fine." 

It took Buster a moment to process what Cam had said before he reached out and took the case. "I ... uh. Um." He pursed his lips, then glanced up and met the other man's eyes for an instant. "Thank you."

"Yup! Now, back to work for the both of us. Talk to you soon." With another brief salute, Cam slung his messenger bag back onto his shoulder and headed into the server room.

As Buster stared at the iPod, shell-shocked, Charleen spoke up with a smile. "Sounds like you just made yourself a new friend, honey."

"Mm." He sat back down at his desk and stared at his work, still neatly laid out and waiting for him. As he powered on the iPod and unwound the earbuds, he played his meeting with Cam back in his mind, dissecting it. It was the longest initial conversation he'd had with a stranger in quite a while, as he tended to exchange as few pleasantries as possible before continuing about his business. In speaking with Cam, he was shocked to note that he had, in fact, bantered with him. That never happened, unless he was talking to his sister Dee over the phone, being forced to fill her in on his solitary little life: which meant that Cam had reminded him of her, somehow. But his focus belonged to his appointment book, and he steered his mind back on track as he put the earbuds on. 

The iPod was already set to shuffle, and Buster decided to take a gamble on Cam's musical taste, rather than waste another chunk of his morning scanning the list of albums. After he made sure that the volume wouldn't shake his skull to powder, he was rewarded with an a capella rendition of a song he remembered from high school. The familiar tune and well-blended harmony drowned out the noise from the server room. Content at last, Buster turned his attention to his desk. With the papers closest to completion near at hand, Buster took up the same type of black ballpoint pen he’d used since college, and got to work. 

Meanwhile, Cam finished his preparations in the server room, and moved over to Charleen's desk. "Okay, you're up. All set?"

"I sure am." She picked up a wide shoebox from her desktop and tucked it under her arm. "Got everything all packed up in the box my last pair of boots came in. I got them from this online shoe of the month club I signed up for -"

“Yeah-huh?" He knelt down on the floor, pushed Charleen's chair out, and began unplugging the cords from the back of her tower. 

"- and if you've got a girlfriend, I'm sure she'd absolutely adore it. You should tell her. Here, I'll write it down for you - let me just get you a Post-It..."

"Uh-huh." 

"Here you are. I'll just leave that up there on the desk for you. You know, it's so nice of you, doing what you did for Buster. He ... doesn't have many friends, I don't think. If any at all, the poor thing."

"No? He seems like he's ... pretty set in his ways."

"If I didn't know better, I'd think Mr. Jarvon went and hired himself one of those robot men, like on Star Trek. You know Star Trek, right? The guy with the shiny skin and the funny hair and the cat."

"I actually never - yeah. Yeah, I know the guy." Cam ducked back out from under the desk and stood up, moving back toward the server room door to where the cable he needed lay waiting. 

"Anyway, Buster, he comes in right on time, every morning, always sets up his desk the same way, takes his lunch at the same time, the whole nine yards. Sometimes I wonder if he doesn't have some kind of obsessive-compulsive disorder."

"Nah, not this guy," Cam shook his head as he pulled the cord across the room to Charleen's desk. 

"You haven't watched him day-in, day-out like I have," she insisted, pushing a fluff of graying blond curls behind one ear. "He's definitely OCD. Just like that Jack Nicholson movie, only not as rude. If you interrupt that little routine of his, even a little bit, he's like a deer in headlights."

"If he had OCD, he wouldn't have taken my iPod."

"What's that got to do with anything?"

"Germs. OCD people almost always have a problem with germs - or at the very least, sharing unfamiliar items." 

"How do you know that, for sure? I mean, I saw this thing on OCD on Dr. Oz, once, and ..."

"I took a couple psych courses in college, before I picked my major. I'm pretty sure it's not OCD." Cam glanced up to savor the flummoxed look that crossed Charleen's face. 

"... Oh. Well, he's not right, that's for sure, polite as he is."

The phone started to ring, and Cam went back to his work unobstructed. Whoever it was on the other end of the line, Charleen was still babbling away by the time he'd finished reconfiguring her network settings. As he coiled the network cord back up, he checked his watch – only twenty minutes had passed, and he was already set to work on Buster's desk. 

"Whoops," he muttered under his breath. Across the room, Buster was still hard at work, lost in the bottom of his pile of paperwork. Cam remembered that the pile had been much larger a little while ago, and decided that since there was less for Buster to move, he might have less trouble relocating a little earlier. Satisfied with his logic, he crossed the room to Buster's desk.

"Hey, I know I said I'd give you a half-hour warning, but ... I'm ready to do this thing whenever you are." 

It was as though he hadn't said a thing. Cam knew that Buster didn't have the headphones up loud - he couldn't hear any trace of the music floating out from the earbuds. He cleared his throat, leaned in a little over the desk, and tried again.

"Buster. Hey, Earth to Buster." He whistled, raising his eyebrows. Still, Buster's eyes remained fixed on his work, aside from a brief pause to check his calculations. Cam stared at him a moment, impressed, then glanced over at Charleen and gestured to her co-worker, helplessly. Still chattering away, Charleen shrugged and smiled. An experimental wave of his hand a foot or so from Buster's face didn't get Cam any farther, either, and he heaved a sigh that tapered off into an exaggerated rumble. 

"Right." He sighed to himself, then reached out and plucked the earbuds from Buster's ears. 

It worked like popping open a tube of biscuit dough: Buster let out a yelp and jumped so violently that he narrowly avoided falling out of his chair. Grasping the armrests like he was on a plane with failing engines, he stared at Cameron, panting.

"Welcome back...?" Cam spluttered, through the snicker he was failing to suppress. 

Buster put a hand to his chest, staring at Cam as the adrenaline spike bled its way back into his system.

"Sorry, dude." He let out one last chuckle, composing himself as he turned off the iPod and wound the cord around his fingers. "To be fair, I did try and solicit your attention at least three times prior to my more - heh - drastic attempt, shall we say."

"Drastic?" Even if he hadn't figured out the initial reason Cam reminded him of his sister, Buster certainly had another to add to the list: someone who took delight in scaring the pants off of him. "You nearly gave me a ... a coronary!"

"I said I was sorry." Cam shrugged, though he was still unable to wipe the smile off his face. "Anyways, listen - I know I said I'd give you a half an hour warning, but I'm actually ready to do your computer, now." The blank stare he got in return was answer enough, and he sighed. "Think of it this way: the sooner we get done here, the sooner you can get back to doing things the way you always do?"

"That ... would be good. May I at least finish this last form?"

"Yeah, sure. I'll just run down the hall for a minute." He jerked a thumb toward the employee restroom. "Take your time."

Buster watched him go, bemused, then looked back down at his paperwork. The item in question was an employee survey: something to do with the town demographic, and how it was represented through the various elected and hired officials. Most of the questions made him feel somewhat awkward and ineffective, as they leaned toward branches of Town Hall that he wasn't even remotely involved with... yet each question was meant to be rated on a scale of one to six. Since he felt that a pleasant answer was better than none, Buster gave most of the answers fives and sixes, skimming down until he got to the end of the survey. There, at the bottom, with ample white space
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